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ABSTRACT
The dissertation asserts that Christ-focused small groups, particularly in the
Pacific Northwest, can be a primary means of spiritual transformation while developing a
sense of belonging in the Body of Christ. Without these small groups, public Christian
worship can be little more than sentimentality. The term, small groups, describes small
gatherings of Christ’s followers who “watch over one another in love that they may help
each other to work out their salvation.”1
Section 1 introduces the topic of a disconnect between the Church’s promise to be
a transforming community and the spiritual emptiness and loneliness asserted by many.
Three challenges addressed regarding small groups are: inadequate time, why face-toface time given the abundance of electronic connections, and resistance to small groups
by some. Section 2 evaluates four of the plethora of small group training materials and
explains their shortcomings when measured against the distinctives of Acts 2:42-47.
Section 3 examines four major influences that shaped John Wesley, this dissertation’s
primary mentor on small groups. These influences are: Wesley’s realization of how much
God loved him, Wesley’s spiritual and secular environment, the history of small groups,
and individuals whose views on small groups influenced him. Wesley’s concept directs
this dissertation and forms the template that guides spiritual transformation and nurtures
biblical community. Sections 4 and 5 describe the purpose and specifications of the
Artifact. The Artifact distinction is found in its focus on spiritual transformation that

1

John Wesley, Wesley’s Works, vol. VIII (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), 269.
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should take place in the untidiness of relationships rather than just providing more
information, education, or social experiences. Section 6 suggests uses for the Artifact.
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SECTION 1: THE PROBLEM
Introduction/Jeff’s Story
Jeff, a neighbor, responded to the invitation to attend church with a resounding,
“Not only NO, but…” His wife, Pat, interrupted his outburst by loudly clearing her throat.
Jeff continued in a calmer voice. “I attended that church for nearly three years. I liked the
worship services. I could understand the pastor. His sermons challenged me. Often he’d
say, at the end of the service, ‘Many of you will walk out those doors of amnesia at the
back of the church. I call them doors of amnesia because many of you will forget just
about everything that I have said this morning. Your lives will not be any more
conformed to Jesus’ teaching this coming week than they were last week.’” Jeff
continued, “I emailed him one time about that statement. I complimented him on his
boldness and asked why he didn’t do something about those ‘amnesia doors’? His
assistant emailed back and recommended we join a Life Group.”
“We tried belonging. We really tried. We needed something. We were transplants.
Family and friends, the church we both grew up in, were all back East. We were lonely.
And honestly, our marriage was gruesome. But most of the groups we wanted to join
were closed to newcomers or focused on subjects we were not interested in. In our
desperation, we did get involved with one group for a while. What a waste of time!
Truthfully, Pat and I got really good at ‘faking it,’ you know, being dishonest. Even
though we were fighting all the time, at our group meetings we acted like things were
sunny. To me, it felt like that’s what our group expected of its members. No one there
seemed to have any problems. I sure was not going to be the only one with a problem.

1

2
Yes, they all talked about honesty and accountability and transparency, but I never saw it.
Anyway, we never felt like we fit into either that group or the church.”
“You know what helped the most? My VFW.2 I felt welcomed. I felt like I
belonged. They didn’t judge me because I was from another part of the country or that
our marriage was falling apart. They were honest with me and expected the same. My
VFW buddies would not let me wear my ‘saint’ disguise. If not for them, Pat and I would
be divorced. Do you know how comforting it is when someone asks how you are doing
and you don’t have to mentally evaluate your response through some church language
filter? Isn’t it sad! You go to church and lie so others think you’ve got your act together.
Do you remember the story of the flea that eventually limited his jumping height because
of the glass lid on the container he was in? After hitting his head so often he quit jumping
so high. That church and the small group made me feel like that flea. No, I don’t want
anything to do with that church or any church.”
Jeff’s Story Describes the Problem
For this dissertation, Jeff’s story defines the problem of the disconnect between
the Church’s promise of Christian transformation and community and the spiritual
stagnation and loneliness so many report as being their personal church experience. Jeff’s
action of emailing the pastor regarding the “amnesia doors” implied that for him the
sermons were meant to be more than just an encouraging word for the coming week or
sentimentality. The pastor’s sermons challenged him. He and his wife’s work at joining a
2

The Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) is a federally chartered corporation founded in 1899.
Membership is for those who have served overseas in the Armed Forces of the United States of America. It
offers a wide range of benevolent services. Its attractions include collegiality, transparency, honesty, and a
sense of identity and belonging for all those with foreign military service.
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small group exposed the isolation they experienced and indicated a need, even if not
defined, for transcendence, for something more; they wanted to act on the sermon’s
challenges. However, the couple’s inability to integrate into the life of the church or small
groups made attendance in the Sunday services uncomfortable. Like the flea, they quit
trying.
Using Jeff’s story as an illustration of the disconnect between the church’s
promises of community and transformation that conflicts with the reality of physical and
spiritual isolation, this thesis establishes three objectives in an effort to address how his
disconnect might be met through this study of small groups by:
(1) Appraising the need for the small groups within the larger congregation. This
evaluation will address the questions of:
•

Time limitations

•

The spiritual-value of small group meetings; positive and negative

•

Are face-to-face encounters critical given the availability of electronic social
media connections? As Craig Gay wrote in his article, “Sensualists Without a
Heart:”
As more and more aspects of modern social life are subjected to purely
technical-rational calculus, individuals have increasingly been cut loose
from the disciplines of community, and they have been left almost entirely
alone to construct meanings and purposes for themselves.3
(2) Using the spiritual transformation model found in Acts 2:42-47 that nurtures

the longing for transcendence, encourages spiritual transformation and cultivates a sense
of belonging.

3

Craig M. Gay, “Sensualists Without a Heart,” in The Consuming Passion and The Consumer
Culture, edited by Rodney Clapp (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1988), 26-27.
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(3) Reviewing the history and significance of small groups from the time of the
Early Church until John Wesley’s time.
This thesis presents a plan for addressing the desire to belong and the Goddesigned hunger for transformation that happens primarily in the cauldron of
interpersonal dynamics. The focus in these pages is about the transformation that should
happen because of interactions with those who choose to be a part of a small group. To be
clear, the focus is not on affinity groups or groups focused on an activity or study. As
Ruth Barton writes:
In affinity groups, by contrast, there often isn’t enough “otherness” to call forth
anything new. If we don’t venture outside our comfort zones, trusting that the
stranger God has brought into our lives has something for us, we will never even
know what we are missing.4
The focus is about the transformation that happens in small groups in the presence of
Jesus. He said, “Where two or more are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst of
them” (Matthew 18:20). We have His promise to be with us on this journey of truth-filled,
engaging, transformed living.

Why Another Paper About Small Groups?
With the proliferation of religious material, why consider another study on small
groups? Why spend time and money with people when the latest internet tool can
possibly provide interactive and a more “comfortable” religious experience? The
hypothesis is that believers, for the most part, are not transformed outside of real time,

4

Ruth Haley Barton, Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community
(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2014), 38.
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face-to-face small group encounters. What may seem obvious to those who have
flourished for many years in a community, may not be necessarily so to those who have
grown up dependent upon connecting with others through technical devices and virtual
reality. Quite possibly, with no intent to sound arrogant, another paper on small groups is
needed because it is time to heed words attributed to George Orwell:5 “We have now
sunk to a depth at which restatement of the obvious is the first duty of intelligent men.”6
This paper asserts that there is a need for a “restatement of the obvious,” which is
that small accountability groups are critical in support of the Great Commission as
recorded in Matthew 28: 19-20. Here is an example. Kent Carlson and Mike Lueken
discovered a marked disconnect between what the US Protestant community classified as
“their successful evangelical church” being juxtaposed to members’ self-reported survey
that revealed superficial and shallow spiritual sincerity. The authors document the
alarming report in their book, Renovation of the Church: What Happens When a SeekerSensitive Church Discovers Spiritual Formation with the following consolidation of the
survey’s results:
We like our lives just fine. They may need a touchup here or there, but nothing
too radical, nothing too extreme. We’d be better off if we just admitted it. It is
sufficient that Jesus has forgiven us our sins and secured our eternity, leaving our
daily lives relatively unaffected. We are still the self-absorbed spouses we’ve
always been. We manipulate and control to get what we want. We trust our
political parties more than Jesus. We ignore the poor. But we aren’t bothered
enough by the disconnects to put forth the effort to cooperate with the Holy Spirit

5

George Orwell, 1903-1950, is the pen name for Eric Arthur Blair. The Orwell name is
recognized for his books Nineteen Eighty-Four and Animal Farm.
6

inclusive.

Verbatim quotes are used when citing an author’s exact words. However, this thesis is gender
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because, in spite of what we claim, we really don’t believe transformation
(discipleship) is that important.7
Carlson and Lueken did more than restate the obvious. They shifted from being a
seeker sensitive church. Seeker sensitive to them meant being enablers of a congregation
“that thrives on perpetual discontentment”8 to a church of “One Thing Groups”9 or small
groups. This transition meant the church and pastors quit being “experts at
“dissatisfaction remediation, the strategy we had used to attract people to Oak Hills (and)
reinforced a self-preoccupation that hindered spiritual growth.”10 The purpose of One
Thing Groups was to help people intentionally pursue spiritual formation by asking
redemptively disruptive questions; dig into the soul; become excellent listeners.”11
The objective of The One Thing Groups and similar communities is to enable
individuals to develop a sense of belonging, while at the same time, to be transformed
into the picture of Jesus Christ.12 Additionally, these groups serve as a bulwark against
the consumerism of our society or capitulating to the “self-help religion”13 that pervades
our culture.14

7

Kent Carlson and Mike Lueken, Renovation of the Church: What Happens When a SeekerSensitive Church Discovers Spiritual Formation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 118, 119.
8

Ibid., 116.

9

Ibid., 127.

10

Ibid., 116.

11

Ibid., 127.

12

Mark Driscoll, A Call to Resurgence: Will Christianity Have a Future or A Funeral? (Carol
Stream: Tyndale House Publisher, 2013), Kindle, 20. “Like one woman I met, they say things like, ‘My
garden is my church.’ Another example is actress Jodie Foster, who said in an interview that she was an
atheist and then added, ‘But I absolutely love religions and the rituals. Even though I don’t believe in God.’”
13

“Many books on the Christian life seem like nothing more than a Christianized version of
Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, a classic American civil religion and its implicit
and explicit assumption that if we are successful it is because we have managed to get our lives together.”
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Additionally, another paper is needed as a reminder that the focus is on Christcentered small groups within a larger congregation, not another church growth program
or another denomination. Brad Bigney and Ken Long in the article, “Tools to Grow Your
Church: Uniting Biblical Counseling and Small Groups” begin with the following
clarifier:
When we use the word “grow” we are talking about growing to become more like
Christ—in what we think, how we act and what we prize and pursue most.15 Let’s
say it in just two words—spiritual formation! If spiritual formation is the purpose
of the church, then personal transformation in community with other believers is
the purpose of small group ministry. Changing and growing to be more like Christ
is the purpose of a small group ministry.16 (And) A small group ministry should
directly align with the larger ministry of the church.17
While the expectations for this smaller Christian community appears to be
substantial, even quite possibly overloaded with so many and so diverse expectations, the
good news is that both secular and church history confirms that this intimate community
has a proven track record of success.18 More on this track record will be covered in
Section 3.

Gordon T. Smith, Called to Be Saints: An Invitation to Christian Maturity (Downers Grove: InterVarsity
Press, 2014), Loc. 25.
14

“You aren’t what’s been done to you but what Jesus has done for you. You aren’t what you do,
but what Jesus has done. What you do doesn’t determine who you are. Rather, who you are in Christ
determines what you do.” Mark Driscoll, Who Do You Think You Are? Finding Your True Identity in Christ
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2013), 3.
15

Brad Bigney and Ken Long, “Tools to Grow Your Church: Uniting Biblical Counseling and
Small Groups,” edited by Bob Killemen, Biblical Counseling and the Church: God’s Care Through God’s
People (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015), 90.
16

Ibid., 93.

17

Ibid., 92.

18

Rodney Stark’s The Rise of Christianity: How The Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became
the Dominant Religious Force in The Western World in a Few Centuries is just one of the many documents
in support of this statement. Stark’s book will be referenced further in Section 2.
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Defining Spiritual Transformation and Belonging
To understand the necessity of biblically based small groups as instruments of
spiritual formation and belonging, the definitions of belonging and spiritual
transformation need to be defined. Our couple from the opening vignette’s unclear
expectations serve as an example. Their expectations of the church are not clearly defined
and their understanding of spiritual transformation is not understood. Rose Mary
Dougherty writes:
Unfortunately, today, because there is so much isolation and loneliness, people
often get confused about what they are looking for [in community]. They are
unable to discriminate between the companionship of interested people and the
community of people who can help them seek God. Spiritual community makes
real our seeking, and supports us in that seeking.19
Our couple’s expectations and definitions were shaped by a plethora of influences.20 Is
one seeking the God of the Bible or a self or society created god? Does this God or god
expect a total life makeover? What are the ethical and moral expectations of one’s
particular society? Such questions might include: legality of marijuana, community
expectations, and the cost of living. Even words such as “community” or “religious” are
uncertain. Mark Oppenheimer describes this confusion in his New York Times article,
“When Some Turn to Church, Others Turn to Cross Fit,” published November 27, 2015:
In the classic 2000 essay collection, “Religion and Popular Culture in America,”
scholars argued that activities as diverse as “Star Trek” fandom, dieting fads and
football could all constitute as religions. But if anything that creates community

19

Rose Mary Dougherty, SSND (School Sisters of Notre Dame, a vowed women religious group)
as quoted by Ruth Haley Barton, Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 9.
20

“The two great enemies of the Gospel are always sins and religion. Sinners want the Bible to
say less than it does. Religious people want to make the Bible thicker by adding extra rules about their pet
peeves to condemn others.” Driscoll, A Call to Resurgence, 145.
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and engenders passionate devotion can constitute religion, does the word lose all
meaning? If everything is religion, then maybe nothing is.21
For Pat and Jeff, ambiguities regarding their spiritual desires and unmet needs for
genuine community appear to have been thwarted, in part, because of unclear
expectations. What follows is a review of both the promises and challenges of biblically
based small groups as they help define and encourage spiritual transformation and
belonging.
Small Groups as Spiritual Force Protection
This dissertation asserts that small groups can serve as instruments of spiritual
formation and in developing a sense of belonging. Specifically, small groups, to use a
military term, can serve as a “spiritual force protection” against the pervasive view of
“therapeutic deism.” Therapeutic deism, as described by Christian Smith and Melinda
Denton, is understanding God as a combination of divine butler or cosmic therapist who
is always on call, improves self-esteem, yet, does not get overly involved in one’s life and,
after death, welcomes all to heaven.22
Force protection in the Armed Forces defines a variety of measures used to
educate, validate equipment, protect, and keep critical information from the enemy. The
military’s force protection can be in the form of reinforced structures, 24-hour monitoring,
and intelligence gathering. Also within the security of the force protection, warriors are
refreshed, healed, and prepared for the next infiltration into enemy territory. Similarly,
21

Mark Oppenheimer, “When Some Turn to Church, Others Go to Cross Fit,” New York Times,
November 27, 2015, accessed November 28, 2015, http://nytimes.com/2015/11/28/us/some-turn-to-churchothers-to-crossfit.html?_r=0.
22

Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Souls in Transition: The Religious and
Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 163-164.
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spiritual force protection in the form of small accountability groups can be a critical
safeguard against the threats of the spiritual enemy who constantly probes for
vulnerabilities and creates uncertainty.
Within a safe environment provided by a small group, one should be more
comfortable in asking for help in defining truth amidst the onslaught of information
claiming to be “religious” or “spiritual.” For example, how does one come to biblically
understand and make personal the claim of the Apostle John’s statement of “we have
come to know and have believed the love God has for us,” (I John 4:16) in such a culture?
How does one hear, apply, and remain spiritually on track given the social
pressures of the North American Society and, in particular, the unique challenges of the
Pacific Northwest post or “pre-Christian”23 urbanity without some perceptible, honest,
caring, and biblical reinforcement? Believers, one might say, live in a spiritually hostile
environment. The enemy is constantly testing each believer’s force protection. The
writer to the Ephesians told his readers to use spiritual force protection.
Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the
schemes of the devil. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against
the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against
the spiritual forces in the heavenly places. Therefore, take up the full armor of
God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything,
to stand firm (Ephesians 6:10-13).
This thesis asserts that without constant, accurate, and caring interaction of
biblically based accountability groups, believers will not be able to stand against the
onslaught of the negative and false spiritual forces of this culture. These small groups
23

Driscoll, A Call to Resurgence, Will Christianity Have a Funeral or a Future? (Carol Stream:
Tyndale House Publishers, 2013), Kindle 1-2. “In many ways, Seattle is not just post-Christian; it’s preChristian. We never had a Christian heyday. The evangelical church-planting movements, the
denominations, and publishing companies, and the theological institutions spread to the South and Midwest
but never to the Great North Left.”
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give needed opportunity to come alongside the sermons and turn pulpit statements into
action and transformation. Such groups are essential if believers are to stand against the
relentless and antagonistic forces of our cultures’ post-Christian narcissism and
secularism. Outside the force protection provided by these life groups is the unchartered
territory of what Mark Driscoll calls “Spiritless spirituality.”24
Primarily it is within the environment of a spiritual transformation group that one
can accurately grasp the full meaning and live out the Apostle John’s statement, “I have
come to know how much God loves me” (I John 4:16). Only within the dynamics
created by human interaction and guidance of the Holy Spirit bound in a life group can
one come to understand, accept, and live out Keller’s words, “I am capable of terrible
things, but I am unconditionally loved. It is the Gospel that gives us that freedom to admit
who we are, to see where we need to change, to know ourselves.”25 The point being, one
might hear the words of hope read from John’s First Letter or read Tim Keller’s
encouraging words of Christ’s acceptance during a devotional time; but it takes the
interface with a fellow-trusted believer to make these grace-filled thoughts personal. It
takes a fellow believer to help keep “the thorns of distraction” (Matthew 13:7). from
choking out the Words of Life. As Bonhoeffer writes in his book, Life Together: A
Discussion of Christian Fellowship:
It is grace, nothing but grace, that we are allowed to live in community with
Christian brethren. Therefore, the Christian needs another Christian who speaks
God’s Word to him. He needs him again and again when he becomes uncertain
and discouraged, for by himself he cannot help himself without belying the truth.

24

Driscoll, A Call to Resurgence, Loc. 35, 7.

25

Timothy J. Keller, “Did He Die for You?” The Journal of Biblical Counseling 25, no. 2 (Spring

2007): 50.
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He needs his brother man as a bearer and proclaimer of the divine word of
salvation. He needs his brother solely because of Jesus Christ. The Christ in his
own heart is weaker than the Christ in the word of his brother’s. His own heart is
uncertain; his brother’s is sure. But without Christ we also would not know our
brother, nor could we come to him. The way is blocked by our own ego. Christ
opened up the way to God and to our brother.26
Only in such a caring, messy, and often heated, relational environment can one
continually and accurately be validated through interaction. In the dynamics of such a
group, answers are found to Tim Keller’s question “What is functioning in place of Jesus
Christ as substitute salvation and Savior, what accomplishments or accumulations or
trophies are being presented to justify myself?”27
Hazards of Small Groups
Continuing with the military image of force protection, the Armed Forces
constantly assess weaknesses and gaps in their own plans. Challenges, created by
passionate critics look for hazards and unrealistic expectations. Queries might include,
how do we know that our intelligence was not created on purpose by the enemy to
mislead us? Using that Force Protection model, this thesis also recognizes that small
groups can present hazards to spiritual maturity or promise unrealistic expectations. The
same vulnerability questions that military strategists constantly ask of their force
protection plans need to be asked of the small group model as well.
Here are some vulnerability questions regarding small group hazards and false
promises. Are Jesus’ Great Commission orders as recorded in Matthew 28:18-20, being

26

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: A Discussion of Christian Fellowship (New York: Harper
and Row, 1976), 20-23.
27

Keller, “Did He Die for You?” 50.
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obeyed or acknowledged, but little Great Commission work actually accomplished, even
expected? Are erroneous teachings being permitted? Are congregational divisions being
cultivated? Is spiritual elitism happening? Unrealistic promises include expectations that
small groups actually do create belonging and spiritual transformation. To paraphrase
Ruth Barton’s evaluation of the small Christian community format, she is “always
skeptical, never surprised.”28 The following five writers will serve as evaluators of the
thesis that “small groups can be a primary means of spiritual transformation as they
develop a sense of belonging in the Body of Christ”.
The first evaluator is the leader of the Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther.
Initially he endorsed what he called, “house gatherings,” today called small groups. In the
preface to the German Mass and Order of Service Luther wrote that in such a small group
“one could set up a brief and neat order for baptism, the sacrament, and center everything
on the Word, prayer and love.”29 However, he discontinued his endorsement. Why? He
liked what they did for believer’s spiritual formation but disliked what they did to the
congregation and larger church. In 1982 a letter was discovered that Luther wrote to Karl
Weiss on April 14, 1529 explaining why he withdrew his support:
First, he [Satan] would be able to get us to isolate all the strongest Christians, and
keep them from the weak. Then the strong would grow proud, the weak would
give up, and all would go to hell in a handbasket. Second, if we allow small
groups of Christians to separate from the rest, to read the word, to baptize, and to
receive the sacraments, we will have established a new church.30

28

Ruth Haley Barton, Life Together in Christ, 10.

29

Martin Luther, “Preface to the German mass and Order of Service,” Luther Works, Vol. 53,
Helmut T. Lehman, ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965), 63-64.
30

Charles E White, ed. “Concerning Earnest Christians: A Newly Discovered letter of Martin
Luther,” Currents in Theology and Missions, 1983, 10 (5): 274-278.
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Second, our subject matter expert, John Wesley, acknowledged and addressed
objections to small groups. He called them “class meetings.” A synopsis of objections he
heard included: dislike for being accountable to others, shy about speaking before others,
no Scripture in support of such gatherings, they were inventions of men, and some told
Wesley they just didn’t like such gatherings.31 Wesley responded with “There is no
scripture against it. You cannot show one text that forbids them.”32 Additionally,
Wesley’s observations reinforced the transformational value of his class meetings:
In a few months, the far greater of those who had begun to ‘fear God, and work
righteousness,’ but were not united together, grew faint in their minds, and fell
back into what they were before. Meanwhile the far greater part of those who
were thus united together continued ‘striving to enter in at the strait gate’ and to
‘lay hold of eternal life.’33
Third, Martin Lloyd-Jones, a Welsh Protestant pastor, doctor, and writer who
died in 1981, is well known for his expository preaching. Lloyd-Jones commented on
small groups in an address to the Puritan and Westminster Conference of 1965. The
theme of the conference was, “Approaches to The Reformation of the Church.” His
presentation was titled “Ecclesiola in Ecclesia,” the little church within the larger church.
In his speech, he listed seven reasons why he was against small groups. His most positive
comments referenced Luther. Lloyd-Jones stated that Luther was against small groups, at
the same time he admired them,34 “...(S)o he reacts in two ways to them; he has got to
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discipline his people against them, and yet wishes to have within his church the kind of
thing that was working so well in their [Anabaptist] church.” 35 Lloyd-Jones also noted in
his speech that Calvin and Zwingli, unlike Luther, never considered the place of the small
group within the larger congregation, or ecclesiola in ecclesia.” 36
Lloyd-Jones also addressed the Puritans, who one might anticipate would have
impacted Wesley’s England prior to his ministry. (By Wesley’s time their impact was
negligible as will be noted in Section Three.) Lloyd-Jones asks, “Were the Puritans
believers for or against ecclesiola in ecclesia? There is only one answer; they were
not.”37 He goes onto explain they wanted a total renovation of the established church, not
small groups within the larger congregation.
Fourth, David Lowes Watson, a scholar of Wesley and a champion of Wesley’s
class meeting format, lists three misunderstandings or vulnerabilities regarding his small
groups:
(1) Personal growth and interpersonal dynamics were only a feature and not the
purpose. Small group fellowship that focuses on these two issues will divert
energies and commitments from the Church’s mission of transformation. When
all is said and done they may prove to have been nothing more than American
middle class at play.
(2) Evangelism (Field Preaching), not the small group, was the primary means of
evangelism (The Great Commission). The small group structure sustained the
responses to preaching by fostering a faithful discipleship through mutual
accountability.
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(3) Ecclesiola in Ecclesia reflected Wesley’s conviction that the Church of
England, with all its faults and blemishes was acceptable to God. It is a tension,
however, that must be maintained. For if the ecclesiola breaks with the ecclesia,
then it becomes detraditioned and vulnerable to the exigencies of its context, a
self-centered piety which masquerades as true religion, disempowering the
prophetic witness of churches which once spoke with authority in high places.
Accountable discipleship requires faith and obedience, neither one without the
other, watching over one another in love.38
Finally, Brian Jones, the founding pastor of Christ’s Church of the Valley in
Royersford, Pennsylvania, and author of Second Guessing God and Getting Rid of the
Gorilla: Confessions Of The Struggle To Forgive, wrote in a blog post to the
Administrator of The Christian Standard titled, “Why Churches Should Euthanize Small
Groups.”39 He began his blog by explaining that the small group enthusiasm among
church growth experts and his own experiences with small groups had bothered him for
some time. His apprehensions were validated during a conversation with a church
consultant who was brought in to help Jones’ church. Jones confessed to the consultant
that he hadn’t figured out small groups. The consultant responded that “Small groups
don’t work, they trick us into believing we’re serious about making disciples, and 90
percent of small groups never produce a single disciple.”40 Brian Jones’ blog is valuable
in assessing small group vulnerabilities and false information.
•

Often they are led by church members who can read study guide questions but are
not mature believers.
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•
•

They pool believers’ collective disobedience to the great commission by sitting
around and talking to other believers but never experience personal
transformation or engage with non-believers.
Most programs are dominated by contemporary organizational theory instead of
being led by the Holy Spirit and being faithful to biblical expectations.41
Summary
This dissertation asserts that the transformation that happens in the cauldron of

biblically-based, Christ-focused small groups can be a primary means for spiritual
development while developing a sense of belonging in the Body of Christ. Without the
support and care of such groups, the narcissism and immediate gratification of the postChristian society can easily muffle the call to transformation.
Small groups do have vulnerabilities as expressed by Jeff and Pat. As Martin
Luther, Martin Lloyd-Jones and others stated, small groups can be problematic. Some of
the dangers include spiritual elitism, congregational and church division, and religious
legalism. In addition to the theologians’ concerns are anecdotes such as, “Why spend
precious time I don’t have with people I might not like? Why submit to the discomfort of
being honest with a fellow believer; can’t I just communicate with God in my quiet time
and not have to deal with critics or gossip or hypocrites? I like going to a church that
respects my anonymity and lets me walk in and walk out without having to talk with
anyone.”
How are the positive and negative judgements about small groups rectified? Both
views can be addressed using the military’s force protection model of continual
evaluations and training. For example, is our information valid and what parameters are
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used for that validation? Brad Bigney offers one such parameter for small group
validation “People do not drift naturally toward transformation; they retreat toward
information.”42 So, is the small group just collecting more information to avoid
transformation. Or as Brian Jones claims, “Small groups trick us into believing we are
serious about making disciples.”43 Or as David Watson cautioned, “Is this nothing more
than the American middle class at play?”44 Frequent “force protection” observations of
any small group program must be prayerfully examined with questions such as what are
its spiritual objectives, measurements, and vulnerabilities? (Chapter 2 of the Abstract
contains a variety of small group training and evaluation tools.)
Section Two evaluates just four of the current flood of books about small groups
using Acts 2:42 as the evaluation tool. “And they were continually devoting themselves
to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” The
primary measurement is, are these books just providing more information or are they
calling for transformation? Are they adding more knowledge or as John Wesley asked,
are they calling the reader to “watch over one another in love”45 and be a force for change,
spiritually and communally?
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SECTION 2: OTHER APPROACHES TO THE PROBLEM
Introduction
This section examines four books that offer solutions to the claim by some in the
Pacific Northwest that the church fails to keep its promises regarding transformation and
belonging. This failure is validated in a massive 2014 Pew Research Religious Landscape
Study indicating that 22.8 % of Americans identify as “nones” or no religious preference.
46

Jeff’s comment that his church and life group experiences had been a “waste of time,”

puts a name to the statistic. In his outburst, Jeff identified unmet expectations with both
congregational life and small groups. He expressed a longing for transformation with his
email to the pastor, “Why don’t you do something about the doors of amnesia?”
Regarding small groups, he expressed a need for transparency and honesty to deal with
his failing marriage. He described “faking it,” with the explanation that he and his wife
learned to conceal their marital struggles around other believers. “Everyone at our group
meetings acted like things were so sunny. I wasn’t going to be the only one with a
problem.” Consequently, like the flea who gave up after hitting the glass lid so often, as
mentioned in Section 1, page 10, Jeff said he gave up on church and small groups. This
thesis posits that transformation and a sense of belonging happens primarily in the
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dynamics of a biblically based small group. Ed Stetzer and Eric Geiger wrote in their
2014 book, Transformational Groups: Creating A New Scoreboard for Groups:
If you want group members to be willing to speak of their struggles and sins,
every person in the group must first acknowledge that they struggle and sin. Most
people, when attending a group meeting, really do believe they may be the only
person in the room who has a sin problem. Because of this, they believe they will
become an outsider if they tell the group of a struggle or sin they are wrestling
with.47
Connecting and transformation primarily occur in a trusting and transparent environment.
Did Jeff’s church train small group leaders to create an atmosphere of trust and model
honesty as significant aspects of spiritual transformation? Or, were small groups just
another biblical information activity that falsely suggested spiritual transformation?
These questions should be the parameters for evaluating any small group materials. As
will be discussed, most often the disconnect between the promises of the church being
experienced as kept or broken are determined by whether genuine connection happens.
Minimal or no connection usually results in little or no spiritual transformation.
The four books will be evaluated on how they might address those like Jeff and
Pat who long to belong and be transformed and how a congregation and small group can
be trained to encourage and cultivate that longing. This thesis posits that nurturing that
longing must be guided by the biblical parameters listed in Acts 2:42-47, “the disciples
continually devoted themselves to:
1. The apostles’ teaching
2. Fellowship
3. The breaking of bread
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4. Sharing what they had with those in need
5. Winning the respect of non-believers
6. Praising God
7. Praying and witnessing so that non-believers become believers.”

While all the four books contain biblical information only David Lowes Watson
and Ruth Haley Barton come close to following the seven distinctives listed in Acts 2:4247, or as John Wesley required, the “watching over one another in love.”48
Understandably, these two books will challenge those uncomfortable with the
authors’ calls to transformation not just more information. After all, this is the Pacific
Northwest. For example, how committed were Jeff and Pat to biblical spiritual
transformation? Did they even understand what it meant to follow Christ? In the Pacific
Northwest one might claim there is little social expectation of church attendance let alone
Christian discipleship. As Carol Garnick wrote in the Seattle Times, this “is a culture
based on the American financial dream” and not “the culture of the Baptist South or
Lutheran Midwest.”49
The last two books are less demanding but remain faithful to some of the
distinctives of Acts 2:42-47. These are reviewed with the goal of showing how small
group interaction might enhance their information to encourage transformation.
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Covenant Groups
Participants in a covenant group agree to clear objectives such as time controls, an
end date, and accountability. A secular example is a weight loss program. Participants
mutually agree to losing weight by monitoring food intake and exercising. Time controls
specify hours to be spent in physical exercise and end dates for the program. Some
groups might pool money to purchase a prize for the one who achieves the goal.
Accountability includes honesty regarding caloric intake, hours exercised, and an
acceptance of criticism, praise and encouragement.

Accountable Discipleship—by David Lowes Watson
David Lowes Watson’s Accountable Discipleship: Handbook for Covenant
Discipleship Groups in The Congregations resembles much of the Early Church small
group format. His book contains reverberations of the bleak present-day congregational
surveys and the feeble examples of many of Christ’s followers today. He laments:
While there is a longing for a deeper spiritual commitment, the American church
seems rarely to produce more obedient discipleship. There are many who wish to
reject the option of lukewarm folk religion, which demands little of the believer,
and offers all sorts of personal benefits the church was never meant to provide—
with an appalling wear and tear on its human and material resources. At the same
time, they are uncomfortable with a radical Christian witness that seems to
present impossible demands—and which raises serious questions about the extent
to which it is a witness to grace.50
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Watson, a scholar of John Wesley, used Wesley’s class meeting template to shape
his covenant discipleship program.51 His analysis provides a historical and biblical
background explaining why the demands of the covenant discipleship program are both
challenging and rewarding.
Five key elements of his covenant program include:
(1) Accountable Christian Discipleship—watching over one another in love. “The
difference between small groups that effectively form disciples and those that
do not is the presence of loving accountability.”52
(2) Accountability for Means of Grace—solitary Christianity does not work.
While God deals with us individually, the experiences of His grace are not
unique, we share it with both Christians today and the countless who have
preceded us. 53
(3) Accountability is for The Living World—Covenant discipleship is not
retreating to the monastery or hunkering down behind the walls of the church
building or in the safety of a home Bible study group.54
(4) Accountability is for The Church—small groups are little churches within the
larger congregation. Members of small groups adhere to the disciplines of
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their respective denomination and are not disgruntled members assembling an
escape pod. They become the spiritual and ethical spine of the congregation.55
(5) Accountability is to the authority of the Holy Spirit—there are no limits to
God’s gracious initiatives. When believers meet in Jesus’ name they often
sense warmth and intimacy. But something else happens. The Holy Spirit is
present.56
Because of his program’s arduous and, for many, difficult expectations, Watson
anticipates that only about 15 percent of any congregation will actually agree to his
format of accountability program. His book is a serious challenge to those who want
more information but not transformation. However, his material could be used if small
group leaders were trained in making those who want to belong, before they believe, feel
welcome.
Watson closes his handbook with two warnings: the danger of “The Doldrums”
and the danger of “Complacency.” The Doldrums arise after about three months when
“the wish to turn to something new as the novelty of the group has worn off. In part, this
reflects our culture’s preoccupation with self. Indeed, this is a most important function of
the group.”57 This is where the power of holding one another accountable is most obvious.
The covenant “is an agreement to watch over one another. We are in covenant, not
merely to share the high points of our journey, important though these are, but rather to
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sustain and support in the midst of routine and the commonplace,”58 and the impulse to
flee spiritual transformation. The second danger is “Complacency.” This takes place
when meeting is from habit rather than commitment and answers are shallow or even
dishonest.59
Watson concludes his handbook on a note of optimism: “Being accountable for
our discipleship is far from an exercise in self-improvement. It is opening ourselves to the
gracious initiatives of the Holy Spirit for which we have not less than God’s promise in
Jesus Christ.”60 He defines clearly the parameters of this thesis minus the steps for
welcoming the one who wants to belong, before he or she believes.
Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community—by Ruth Haley
Barton
Ruth Haley Barton in her 2014 book, Life Together in Christ: Experiencing
Transformation in Community, is a recent addition to the “Covenant” small group
structure and meets most of the Acts 2 distinctives. Her format is based on Jesus’
interaction with the two disciples on the road to Emmaus as recorded in Luke 24:13-35.
Barton’s book, while more textbook than Watson’s manual, defines what a Christian
small group community should look like and accomplish:
What a worthy goal it would be for men and women in transforming communities
to model relationships that are closer to God’s ideal and Jesus’s example than the
cultural distortions for which we have often settled. And what a testimony such a
community would be to a world lost in a sea of confusion, selfishness and sin.61
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The author devotes space to assess the discomfort of dealing with those who are
dissimilar. Barton challenges the North American small group affection for affinity,
homogeneity, and even gender similarity. She suggests it is in the differences, the
variances that “rub us wrong” that are the very tools God uses in the cauldron of
interpersonal dynamics that spiritually transform:
Paying attention to these inner dynamics can tell us about ourselves. How
comfortable am I with myself and my life as God has given it to me right now? Is
there an invitation to spiritual transformation contained within the practice of
welcoming “the stranger” that has to do with cultivating contentment or greater
comfort with lack of pretense? Is there a nudge (or even a push) to move beyond
image management? Can I use this opportunity to curb my perfectionism just a
bit?62
While Barton does address the transformation that happens when the group is
intensely committed to relinquishing control to God, she does not include training on how
to deal biblically given the peculiarities and oddities of those who might come to the
small group. (Chapters 2 and 3 of the Artifact offer this type of training.) Second, what
about those who want to belong, before they believe? Missing are non-threatening
welcomes for those unfamiliar with the distinctives of Acts 2.
Discipleship Groups
For this section Greg Ogden’s Transforming Discipleship and Jim Putman’s Real
Life Discipleship: Equipping Disciples Who Make Disciples were chosen because they
contain some of the transformative distinctives listed in Acts 2:42-47. Additionally, those
who want to belong, before they believe might feel more comfortable in a discipleship
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group than they would joining a covenant group. These two books stress biblical
knowledge and a call for disciple making in a less challenging format. However, most of
the Acts 2 distinctives are not mentioned. Additionally, the material is presented without
identifying the significance small groups have played in demonstrating God’s faithfulness.

Transforming Discipleship—by Greg Ogden
Greg Ogden’s Transforming Discipleship: Making Disciples a Few At A Time,
speaks to the issue of transformation with the question, “How can we grow self-initiating,
reproducing, fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ?”63 His answer is through a
transformation that rests on three themes: (1) Life Investment—making disciples through
relationships not programs, (2) Multiplication through both maturity and reproduction, (3)
A continuous renovation into Christ likeness through an ever expanding discipling
network.64
Ogden’s stated goal is disciples who make disciples who are living in the real
world that consists of disappointments and successes: unexpected job losses and business
achievements; sins that defeat and temptations to overcome. “Every believer or inquirer
must be given the opportunity to be invited into a relationship of intimate trust that
provides the opportunity to explore and apply God’s word within a setting of relational
motivation, and finally, make a sober commitment to a covenant of accountability.”65
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His words resonate with the implications of a Covenant Group. However, they lack the
specific covenant binding expectations of actually doing life together.
Equipping Disciples Who Make Disciples—by Jim Putman, Avery T. Willis Jr., Brandon
Guindon, and Bill Krause
Equipping Disciples Who Make Disciples is a twelve-session training manual.
The following are highlights of Putman’s training manual applicable to small groups.
•

Intentional Leadership—one who is strategic and intentional about walking with
others in their journey with Christ.
Relational Environment—a place where others feel safe to be themselves, and
also accountable to Jesus; a Life Group. (While this is the written objective, the
process and handling personality challenges are missing.)
Reproducible Process—fostering duplication. Recognizing that individuals are
in different stages of their spiritual journey, assisting with that identification and
facilitating passage in that journey.
The reproducible process includes four phases:
o Share.
o Connect.
o Train to Minister.
o Release to be a Disciple Maker.66

•
•
•

These four phases resonate with the James Engel “Scale of Receptivity” as
discussed in his book What’s Gone Wrong with the Harvest? Engel’s scale ranges from
the one who while aware of a Supreme Being but has no effective knowledge of Jesus, a
minus-8 on his scale to the one who is carrying out the Great Commission, a plus-8 on his
scale.67 “Share” acknowledges that it’s the believer’s responsibility to share the Gospel
but that the sharing must take into account where the recipient is on the Engel Scale.
“Connect” is linking to the body of Christ. If the recipient is like Jeff and Pat, how can
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they be connected to feel comfortable in a small group or congregation in a way that
leads to transformation? In this program, leaders are “trained to minister” to the various
spiritual maturity levels and create an environment conducive for growth. The ultimate
goal is to be “released to be a disciple maker,” to carry out the Great Commission. The
Share, Connect, train to Minister, and release to Disciple template is a useful device
reminding all that one’s walk with Christ is an ongoing and a multi-faceted process.
(Chapter 4 of the Artifact covers the SCMD in detail elaborating on the transformation
from spiritually dead through the spiritual maturation steps leading to obeying the Great
Commission.)
This program like Ogden’s is missing the connection that ties its teachings to the
heritage of those first small groups whose actions and commitment to the Spirit’s leading
nurtured the seeds of the early church. In both texts there is a sense of a deliberate
attempt to sever any connection with the history of small groups. Ogden and Putman
reference the teachings of the apostles and, to some degree, teach the importance of
community. Both miss the relational dynamics associated with the breaking of the bread,
sharing with those in need, remembering the stories of the believers, and the importance
of the daily interaction with non-believers. C. Christian Smith writes, “How far we have
drifted from our original course faithfully set for us by the apostles, martyrs, and faithful
ones of the early centuries”.68
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Both miss the critical aspects regarding the cauldron of interpersonal challenges
that happen in the community of those “watching over one another in love.”69
Summary
As a reminder, the focus of this thesis is not offering new material on small
groups. Rather, it is a reminder that Christ-focused small groups can be the primary
means of spiritual formation while developing a sense of belonging. It is the interaction
that occurs in the cauldron of relationships in a biblically centered small group of caring
for one another in the love of Christ that produces spiritual maturing and creates a sense
of belonging.
The Jeff and Pats of our communities need small groups that mirror the very first
life groups. The “small groups” of the first century used the seven directions from Acts as
the blueprint for guiding and building the unique organization that would become the
Body of Christ in the world through all its iterations down through the years. This
original small group concept trained and sustained those who desired to be conformed to
the image of Christ while standing against the tsunami of the surrounding cultural
pressures. John Wesley pointed out that in the Early Church, those who were:
so convinced of the truth, as to forsake sin and seek Gospel salvation, they
immediately joined them together and met these ‘catechumens’ (as they were then
called), apart from the great congregation, that they might instruct, rebuke, exhort,
and pray with them, and for them, according to their inward necessities.70
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The small group format of the Early Church existed until the Roman Emperor,
Constantine, when as C. Christopher Smith claims, “the Church became domesticated.”71
By “domestication” Smith means that the Church began to look like her surrounding
culture. He notes that for nearly 200 years, the Early Church was distinct from her
surrounding culture. “This gradual trend toward domestication led to a grand culmination
in the actions of Constantine, where the Church’s influence was united with that of the
State.”72 When the Christian church blended with society, its spiritually and socially
transformative purpose and power ebbed. Christian Smith offers three results stemming
from this domestication: (1) a minimizing of the teaching of the apostles, (2) forgetting
the lives of the martyrs, and (3) discontinuing to focus on fellowship.73 These three losses
reflected the weakening of the seven distictives listed by Acts 2:42-47. Section Three will
go into more detail regarding the devastation to the sense of belonging and spiritual
transformation that occurred once the Church was domesticated. (Chapter 3 and 5 of The
Artifact offer training for fellowship and remembering the lives of the martyrs.)
From the tsunami of books on community, self-help and biblical and religious
educational programs, one might assume either there is an insatiable hunger for
community, transformation and biblical knowledge or as David Lowes Watson asked, “is
this nothing more than the American middle class at play.” 74 The contemporary focus on

71

C. Christopher Smith, Water, Faith, and Wood: Stories of the Early Church’s Witness for Today
(Indianapolis: Doulos Press, 2003.), 17.
72

Ibid.

73

Ibid., 17-19.

74

David Lowes Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting: Its Origins and Significance
(Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 1985), 148.

32
self-sufficiency and do-it-yourself spirituality resembles “the domestication of the church
when—the Early Church blended with surrounding secular community minimizing the
teaching of the apostles, forgetting the lives of the martyrs and discontinuing the focus on
fellowship.”75 Heath White in his book, Post-Modernism 101: A First Course for the
Curious Christian, defines the challenge that contemporary spiritual transformation faces:
A modern mindset among contemporary Christians is a desire for autonomy, to
run their own lives and thus a tendency to treat the church as a place to gather but
not a place to have one’s self transformed. I wonder if the root problem on both
ends can be traced to a forgetfulness about the role of the church: that the church
is a part of God’s plan for every Christian, that Christian selves are a work in
progress that cannot be left to the culture at large, that discipleship is not an
option for the spiritually elite but God’s command for everyone.76
Those like Pat and Jeffery might be the ones Heath had in mind. His caution that
spiritual transformation cannot be left to the culture could be expanded to suggest that
discipleship cannot be left to the larger congregation. As Ruth Barton writes, “You might
think that being transformed in Christ presence is to be assumed, but I assure you that it is
not. The biblical record shows that it is possible to hang around Jesus a lot and still not
change.”77 Or as Cal Thomas, a Christian syndicated columnist and social commentator,
wrote in Christianity Today, back in 1994, “The problem in our culture isn’t the
abortionists. It isn’t the pornographers or the drug dealers or the criminals. It is the
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undisciplined, un-discipled, disobedient, and biblically ignorant Church of Jesus
Christ.”78
The four books reviewed primarily focused on the educational aspects but missed
the requirement and training for the interaction, often challenging and uncomfortable,
required for spiritual transformation in keeping with Acts 2:42-47. Watson and Barton
were faithful to Acts but needed more steps for moving from information to
transformation. Ogden and Putman welcomed the one who wanted to belong, before he
or she believed but needed more specifics regarding what to expect from the dynamics
created by the interactions of those who participated. Missing is an expectation and
process to actually do life together. This dissertation’s thesis is that the educational
material, while informational, it is the interactions that happen in small groups that are
the means of transformation, spiritually and communally. The transformation that should
happen in the cauldron of biblically-based small groups as taught by John Wesley, the
guide for this thesis, will be seen in Section Three. His words, “watching over one
another in love,”79 frame his goal of the spiritual transformation that happens in small
groups that function as a vital part of the critical larger congregation.
Most books on biblical small groups do contain some facets of the seven
distinctives of Acts 2. The four books chosen are ones that emulate most of the
expectations found in the Early Church. Missing is the link of interaction. It is hoped that
a local congregation might use one of these or similar books in an effort to make
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believers more sensitive to folks like Jeff and Pat, while seeking their own spiritual
growth. However, to address the disconnect between the promises of transformation and
belonging and the often failed actualization, it is hoped that congregations will train small
group leaders and participants in the dynamics of a John Wesley type class meeting; a
dynamic that transforms, develops a sense of belonging, and opens its participants to
respond to the observed needs both for those within the group and without the small
group; the congregations and community outside the church walls. Transformation is the
objective not just more information.

SECTION 3: THE THESIS
Introduction
Jeff, the storied character in the opening vignette who identified the broken
promises of his church regarding belonging and transformation,80 had been observing for
nearly two years the neighbor whose invitation to church he had spurned. Since that time,
He noticed the weekly gathering of cars and learned they belonged to the small group
members who met at the author’s house. Recently, on a Saturday afternoon, he responded
differently to another invitation by his neighbor; this time to join a small group cookout
in his neighbor’s yard with, “What can Pat and I bring?” Jeff’s neighbor had spent the
last year in his church’s small group training program. The church’s training program,
based on Acts 2:42-47, shared information but emphasized and expected spiritual
transformation. The spiritual transformation occurred because of obedience to the Holy
Spirit and through relationships; relationships that extended to one’s neighbor.
Relationship building had come to mean working with Jeffery on restoring his 1963
Volkswagen camper bus, a massive commitment.
This thesis affirms that Christian transformation is seldom accomplished in
solitude or seclusion. Individuals, generally, are not transformed into the image of Christ
without others. Granted, after the church became “domesticated”81 a number of believers
opted to withdraw from society in support of personal spiritual transformation. While
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there were advantages to solitude, as will be seen, isolation also had its transformational
challenges. Without relationally-based Bible centric small groups,82 public worship can
often be little more than Denton and Smith’s “therapeutic deism,”83 creating a god in
one’s own image.
John Wesley
John Wesley, our subject matter expert’s environment, as will be seen, resonated
with the term, “therapeutic deism.” 84 His culture was just as unresponsive to God as the
Pacific Northwest. He is credited with ensuring that those who were serious about
spiritual transformation had the relational, caring support to make that happen. He called
this relational caring support, “the class meeting.” “The class meetings turned out to be
the primary means of bringing millions85 of England’s most desperate into the liberating
discipline of the Christian Faith,” claims D. Michael Henderson in, A Model for Making
Disciples: John Wesley’s Class Meeting.86 Wesley exemplified the claim that without
transformational groups, worship, religious education and missions often is mere
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sentimentality or “sanctified onanism,” to use British Marxist historian, E.P Thomason’s
description of religion.87
This section will focus on five major events that shaped Wesley and his
configuration of the small group. First, will be a review of Wesley and his secular and
religious environment. Second, his awakening to the depth of God’s love for him. Third a
historical review of a selected number of small groups that had two things in common:
(1) That of ecclesiola in ecclesia, a small church within the larger congregation as
a means of reviving the church without occasioning separation and (2) that of
a personal relationship with Christ as the bedrock of the Christian faith.88
Fourth, selected individuals whose small group perspective influenced Wesley. And fifth,
events that led to the formation of Wesley’s Class Meeting model.
David L. Watson, in his book on Wesley, The Early Methodist Class Meeting: Its
Origins and Significance, writes:
Social and psychological observations help us to understand how the class
meeting (small group) functioned, and to some extent why it functioned. What
they do not give us is its purpose in relation to the ongoing task of Christian
disciples. Whenever Christians meet together in the name of Christ to search out
God’s will for their lives, they remain, of course, human beings. As such, meeting
in a social context, they will occasion group dynamics; but something else will
happen. The Spirit of God will be present, working in and through the dynamics,
to empower those Christians in service for the coming New Age of Jesus Christ.89
The churches have their coterie-theologies and interest groups galore, but not
many of them are covenanted to Christian mutuality in prayer, to the “searching
of the Scriptures,” to the moral reinforcement of their members, to on-site works
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of love and mercy. Memories of the class meeting tradition linger on, but they
stand in need of the sort of refurbishment and reinterpretation now provided.90
Watson’s use of words such as, “covenanted”, “mutuality”, “moral reinforcement,’ and
“on-site works of love and mercy” hint at an untidy cauldron of discomfort created by the
realities of honest human interaction that might mean honesty, care, forgiveness, and
accountability generated when individuals are “watching over one another in love.”91
Understandably, these descriptives cloud the contemporary image that Christian small
groups imply homogeneity and smiles. Henri Nouwen in a 1994 speech describes what a
biblical transformational group looks like:
Parker Palmer, a spiritual writer of the Quaker tradition, says Christian
community is the place where the person you least want to live with always lives.
So community is not like a place where you love each other sort of freely and
warmly and affectionately. Community is in fact the place where you are purified,
where your love is tested, where your childhood God is constantly put through the
mill of human relationships. That is what community is. Community is a place
where Judas always is and sometimes it is just you.92
Palmer’s words resonated with Jeff’s story when he verbalized the disappointment
of the unfulfilled promises of the Church while at the same time characterizing the many
who cannot define his or her expectations of the local church. He epitomizes the many
who cannot articulate this desire that God “has set in their hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11).”
Instead of seeking satisfaction in their God-designed desire for transcendence, such desire
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is pacified with programs such as “the VFW” or any other number of placebos. Ruth
Haley Barton captures the sentiment expressed in Jeff’s story when she writes:
Community is the most overpromised and under delivered aspects of the church
today. When I hear people speak in glowing terms about their vision for
community, I have my doubts. When they tell me about painful things that have
happened to them in community, I am never surprised.93
Jeff’s negative portrayal of his local church and small group experience also
resonates with the countless stories about decisions, in whatever form, made to follow
Christ. However, often, these decisions do not denote any distinction between the
lifestyles of believers and those of non-believers.94 Upon close examination on this point,
one perceives little or no spiritual or ethical renovation. Heartbreakingly, many of these
“converted” ones are then actually “inoculated” against the call of the Gospel to
transformation and discipleship. The inoculated ones are falsely, spiritually content and
resistant to the tender encouragement to be transformed. It is worth noting the comments
of John Wesley and his Church of England colleague, George Whitfield, during the
tumultuous early days of the English Industrial Revolution. George Whitfield,
theologically a Calvinist and John Wesley, an Arminian, concurred on the importance of
transformational small communities.95 Whitfield is recorded to have said:
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My brother Wesley acted wisely; the souls that were awakened under his ministry
he joined in class and thus preserved the fruits of his labor. This I neglected and
my people are ropes of sand.96
John Wesley’s similar observation was:
I was more convinced than ever that the preaching like an apostle without joining
together those that are awakened and training them in the ways of God is only
begetting children for the murderer. How much preaching has there been these
twenty-five years all over Pembrokeshire! But no regular societies, no discipline,
no order or connection! And the consequence is that nine in ten of the once
awakened are faster asleep than ever.97
David Werner in his article from the 2010 Asbury Journal titled, “John Wesley’s
Question: ‘How Is Your Doing?’” [stet.] explained Wesley’s goal was the living out of
one’s faith as indicated by a changed life and that the changed life changed the local
society and improved the local church. “How is your doing?” not just “how are you
doing?” changed the narcissist focus of many small group meetings to expecting and
realizing life transformation:
“How is your doing?” or “How is it going with what you are doing?” Wesley’s
question was that sharing how you were living out your faith in actions pushed
you to live a changed life. Indeed, for Wesley, how one was doing internally (in
one’s soul) was directly connected to what one did, or how one lived out the
Christian life externally. It was the small group setting termed by Wesley as the
“class meeting” (or “meeting in class”) that provided the primary context for the
Methodists to grow in their inward and outward holiness. Preaching and teaching
were vital for describing the vision, but it was the class meeting that carried the
Methodist there.
Class meetings did this by providing accountability: accountability to Wesley,
and to each other, and to Wesley’s standard of both works of piety and works of
mercy. Thus the class meeting became Wesley’s method for behavioral change.98
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For Jeff, the pastor’s sermon provided “the vision,” to quote Watson, but he and his wife
were not able to realize “that vision” because of their lack of connection. Even a flea will
only slam its head against the glass lid for so long before giving up. In a well-trained
small group, this couple would have moved from isolation to belonging. Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, in his classic work, Life Together, points out that:
Sin demands to have a man by himself. It withdraws him from community. The
more isolated a person is, the more destructive will be the power of sin over
him.99
Our couple withdrew from the very communities, both the congregation and small group
that should have nurtured their longing for transformation and belonging.
The concern for small groups is not limited to Protestants. Jeffery Arrowwood, a
Roman Catholic educator claims:
There has been a movement among our Protestant brothers and sisters of having
“Accountability partners” (small groups). This movement has been downplayed
by many Catholic teachers. After all, we have the sacrament of reconciliation
accountability to the priest who acts as our spiritual advisor. I know (that if) I
keep coming back to the priest for the same sins, I feel I haven’t been taking my
spiritual growth seriously enough.
On the other hand, our Protestant brothers and sisters are on to something with
the accountability group movement that we Catholics need to learn from.
Accountability groups are an expression of the belief that we’re all in this journey
together.100
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If a time machine could transport John Wesley to Pat and Jeff, he would teach that
in a transformational small group one would have been able to gain understanding and
apply the sermons through interaction with other believers.

Who Was John Wesley?
Who was John Wesley? One way to describe him would be to state that if he were
living in the Pacific Northwest, his sermons and actions would provide the media and
bloggers copious discussion material. For example, in reaction to one of his sermons, an
angry mob in the Staffordshire nearly took his life and rioted in the city.101 Today,
Wesley would be called “intense” and “driven.” He rode over 250,000 miles on
horseback, gave away over 30,000 British Pounds, earned from his writings, and
preached over 40,000 sermons. His published journal is over twenty volumes.102 He not
only spoke and wrote against his society’s evils, he worked to change the evils. He
established free medical clinics.103 He was instrumental in the abolition of British
slavery.104 Yet, he was kindhearted when needed. A famous example is his preaching
George Whitfield’s funeral. While both men were ordained in the Church of England,
Whitefield was a Calvinist, and Wesley, an Arminian. Their theological differences are
well documented. However, at Whitfield’s funeral, Wesley acknowledged their
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theological differences without vindictiveness simply stating, “In this (their differences)
we may think and let think; we may agree to disagree, give God all the glory.”105 His
personality was transformed when he came to understand the depth of God’s love for him,
an understanding which took place in a small group.106 His spiritual transformation and
small group model positively impacted British society. Some historians claim the
transformation spared England the civil war experienced in France.
Wesley’s Spiritual Awakening
John Wesley lived from 1703 To 1791. In 1725, he joined the Church of England.
However, on May 24,1738, he witnessed what Rupert Davies and Rupp E. Gordon
recorded in their book, A History of the Methodist Church in Great Britain, his
“Evangelical conversion, seeing it as a complete turning-point in his life experientially,
psychologically and theologically.”107 This conversion took place in a Saturday evening
small group Bible study, as another group member was reading the preface to Martin
Luther’s commentary on the book of Romans. Wesley often refers to that moment, in that
small gathering of fellow believers, as the moment he came to realize how much God
loved him:
In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where
one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter to
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nine, while he was describing the change God works in the heart through faith in
Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ. Christ alone,
for my salvation; an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins,
even mine and saved me from the law of sin and death.108
On that Saturday evening, in May 1738, there was a Bible study held under the
benefaction of the State Church, but led by Moravians.109 Those attending were at various
levels of spiritual maturity and from diverse backgrounds. This former missionary to the
American Colony of Georgia, the Reverend Wesley, had finally come to realize and
internalize just how much God loved him; and this life changing realization came about
as a result of an interaction with fellow believers in the presence of Jesus. All his years of
study, self-discipline and even offering himself for arduous missionary work in the New
World was only a precursor to Wesley’s spiritual and ethical change that occurred that
night in the small Bible study group; a meeting he had so unwillingly forced himself to
attend. Within the safety and relationships of that Saturday night small group, the
booming critical and questioning voice of the “enemy” was muted. For the first time, in a
fellow believer’s voice, John Wesley could hear, as it were, God telling him how much
he was loved. Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s words are so applicable. “Therefore, the Christian
needs another who speaks God’s words to Him. The Christ in his own heart is weaker
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than the Christ in the word of his brother’s.”110 Wesley experienced victory in his
spiritual battle through the interaction with other believers.
Wesley’s Historical Situation
English historians record that Wesley’s ministry took place in the catastrophic and
frequently dehumanizing inundations of the British Industrial Revolution. Matthew White,
writing for the British Library, records that prior to the 1700s, British industry was
limited to cottage trades with the family or maybe the village providing the labor. A
change happened, he notes, in 1712 when Thomas Newcomen introduced his steamdriven piston engine. His engine enabled more efficient mining. Applications of
Newcomen’s invention transformed the cottage manufacturing that made cloth and other
labor-intensive products into large, dangerous, prison-like factories and industrial cities.
As the English nation mutated from cottage manufacturing to the large impersonal
industrial complex, the rich prospered while the poor became the grease lubricating the
gears and keeping the engines alive. Children, along with slaves from Africa, natives of
dominated lands and even England’s own debtors were viewed as an expendable and
inexpensive labor force. The work-week was six days with 12 to 16 hour days.
Subsistence living was the norm. Eric J. Hobsbawm in Industry and Empire noted
“almost thirty percent were malnourished and could not do a proper day’s work; an even
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larger portion lived below the subsistence level.”111 Cities burst with unplanned growth
along with all its related filth, crime, and ruthlessness.
The theological atmosphere mirrored the deterioration of society. Any ministry
outside the purview of the Church of England was seen as anarchy and rebellion:
Religion had become so domesticated that only regularly ordained clergy, using
approved liturgies, could conduct routine services within the territory they were
assigned, and even then the services had to be conducted in facilities consecrated
for that specific purpose. The consequences for all this standardization was not
only that “enthusiasm”112 was quelled but nearly every shred of spirituality as
well. English religion was dry as dust.113
The French historian, Elie Halevy (1870-1937), wrote a six volume History of the
English People in the Nineteenth Century. In Vol. 1, England 1815, Halevy commented
that during this time, England was probably the only civilized country where no proof of
theological knowledge was expected from a candidate seeking ordination in the Church
of England.114
Wesley’s fellow Anglican minister, Whitfield, did move his preaching outside of
the church walls due to the ever-increasing crowds who gathered to hear him. In spite of
Whitfield’s popularity,115 much of the populace exhibited disrespect and disdain for
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spiritual matters. Whitfield had learned to preach while people banged drums or drove
cattle through his crowds. Once he spoke while a man urinated on him from a tree. He
knew what it was to have his message opposed.116
Wesley was never the orator or popular preacher like Whitfield. However, Wesley
did preserve the fruits of his labor through a relational spiritual and behavioral correction
agenda, he called the “Class Meeting.” Whitfield is reported to have made the following
comment comparing he and Wesley’s lasting impact. “My brother Wesley acted wisely—
the souls that were awakened under his ministry he joined in class (small group). This I
neglected, and my people are a rope of sand.”117 Many of those small group members
significantly impacted British and other societies through improvements of prison
systems, care for the poor, worker reform and abolition of slavery. Wesley’s last letter
before his death was to one of his converts and a member of the British Parliament,
William Wilberforce. Wesley urged Wilberforce in his legislative fight against slavery.118
In summary, the society into which Wesley introduced the Class Meeting was
abysmal and dehumanizing. Henderson wrote that the seeds of civil revolt were being
nurtured across Europe, seeds that would blossom in France into its revolution. However:
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In England the revolution was entirely opposite: It was quiet, orderly, and of a
spiritual nature. It was led not by armed insurgents, but by Anglican revivalists
and their lay assistants. It was the Wesleyan Revolution.119
What follows is the foundation on which John Wesley built his small group model. He
used both examples from the Bible and history.
Biblical and Scholastic References Regarding the First Small Groups
By divine design, humans were and are meant to be in relationship, in community.
“God has lived in community from eternity as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. . .We were
made in the image of community.”120 God declared only one negative regarding His
creation. “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him”
(Gen. 2:18). Consequently, Adam and Eve, in relationship with the Creator, mirrored the
God designed small group.121 Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 is summarized with “A cord of three
strands is not quickly torn.” Jesus’ words are so pertinent, “For where two or three have
gathered in My Name, I am in their midst” (Matt. 18:20).
The small groups or communities that met in homes following Pentecost are
mentioned throughout the New Testament. Acts 2:41-47, Romans 16:5, and I Corinthians
12, 14 and Colossians 4:15 are examples. The Colossian’s passage reads, “Greet the
brethren who are in Laodicea and also Nympha and the church that is in her house.”
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Scholars add to the biblical record of house churches. Roger Gehring in his,
House Church and Mission: The Importance of Household Structures in Early
Christianity points out that “nearly all NT scholars presently agree that Christians met
almost exclusively in the homes of individuals,” before Constantine made Christianity
legal.122 Edward Adams adds to the discussion with his 2016 revised edition of The
Earliest Christian Meeting Places: Almost Exclusively Homes? He states, “That theory
(Gehring’s) can no longer be sustained.” He documents that the Early Church did meet
mostly in homes but as congregations grew, and the Gospel spread, homes were
remodeled to accommodate growing groups. Additionally, barns, warehouses, and even
bathhouses became Christian meeting places.123

The Church After the Apostles
The Early Church faced the arduous task of forming a distinct identity. The
Jewish believers in Christ, in the generation after those who personally knew the Apostles,
needed to develop an identity separate from their Jewish roots of Tradition, Law and
Monotheism. At the same time, as Gentiles began accepting the story of Jesus, they
needed an identity distinct from the polytheism of Rome and Greece. The Christians, as
they were first called in Antioch, (Acts 11:26), were a slur to the Romans because they
worshipped a man the Romans had executed and they worshipped that Man as God,
while not having statues or pictures of him. These followers of Christ swore allegiance to
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an invisible deity yet refused to venerate the Roman Emperor whose image was
everywhere. The early believers became known as a community that cared for all; the
abandoned, the infant, the destitute, even their enemies. Followers of Jesus were an
affront to a culture that highly valued pragmatism, beauty, sensuality, intelligence, the
peace of Rome, and utility.124 As the Church’s unique personality solidified and as it
became more dissimilar from either Judaism or polytheism, persecution intensified.
Additionally, with the deaths of those who had known Jesus personally, a number of
issues arose. How were leaders to be selected? What was heresy? Which written
documents were to be trusted?
Small Groups Protected Christianity as it Formed its Identity During Persecution
As Christians began to draw attention, persecution increased from both the secular
and religious powers.125 As harassment increased, the believers survived and prospered
through the protection of small groups. As the positive reputations and actions of the
believers spread, so did the secular authorities attempts to minimize and even abolish
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them.126 In an anonymous communiqué, entitled The Epistle of Diognetus, written about
130 AD, the author writes to a Roman scholar, Diognetus, with the apparent intent of
seeking leniency on behalf of Christians experiencing persecution and martyrdom at the
hands of Romans. The writer points out the Christians were being persecuted but lived
lives of impeccable honesty, charity toward all, and were “the soul of the world.”127
Ultimately, the spiritual force protection of small accountability groups enabled
Early Christians to not only stand against the forces that sought to destroy, but then
witnessed Rome make Christianity the official religion of the Empire. C. Christopher
Smith’s book explains that the submission of the Roman Empire to Christianity, at least
legally if not spiritually, came about in part because of the dynamics of the spiritual force
protection practiced by the early believers’ three-pronged concentration:
(1) Remembering and living out the expectations of Acts 2:42-47.
(2) Reminding themselves of the examples of the martyrs. Remembering the
sufferings because of the name of Christ that fashioned Christianity’s dissimilarity with
either their Jewish roots or their pagan society.128
(3) Remembering the commitment to and importance of Christian community.129
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As Wayne Meeks writes in his The First Urban Christians: The Social World of
the Apostle Paul, the Christians to the Greeks and Romans resembled the monotheism of
Judaism. “But as the Christians’ image matured its focus on the crucified and risen
Messiah, Jesus, distinguished them.”130 Their emphasis on community fortified them.
Becoming a believer in the first two hundred years of the church was not without
great cost, extensive training, an all-embracing accountability, and total transformation of
every aspect of life. Smith citing the third century Christian leader, Hippolytus,131 noted
training to become a Christian was usually at least a three-year training period for new
believers.
In the Christian communities of the first three centuries, the period prior to one’s
baptism was often referred to a catechesis or one in preparation for church membership
and baptism. It was a time devoted to instruction about the doctrine and practice of the
church. This time of preparation, however, was more than simple teaching as we think of
it; it incorporated hands-on training in serving the needs of the Christian community,
learning the stories of early followers, and changing attitudes and habits that had to be
replaced with Christ-like ones.
The Early Church viewed salvation not as a merely personal matter but as
intimately connected with the people of God for the good of society.132 The Church’s
impact on Rome is documented by Rodney Stark, a University of Washington professor
of sociology and comparative religion. He dedicated 221 pages to explain the influence
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the followers of a homeless, publicly executed criminal, Jesus Christ, had on the powerful
Roman empire. 133 Stark used the parameters of sociology to document his claim saying
little about the man Jesus and nothing about the work of the Holy Spirit.
To restate: before “the domestication of the church,” belonging to a small group,
if one may link the past with the present, was much more than just information collection
or socialization. Belonging was very relational, transformational, and often very costly.
Small Groups Once the Church Was Legalized
Roman Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity in 315. Many theories are
presented in support of why Constantine did this. Joel Comiskey writes:
Constantine hoped Christianity would be a unifying force, so he rewarded those
who joined the church and ensured that the Roman Empire became intimately
entwined with its affairs. He publicly acknowledged and recompensed certain
leaders who could trace their lineage back to the apostles. The church began to
esteem this type of inheritance more than spiritual gifting and piety.134
Understandably, after the legalization of Christianity, a number of Christ followers raised
concerns regarding the lack of spirituality in the church. John R. Tyson wrote in his work,
An Invitation to Christian Spirituality: An Ecumenical Anthology:
The church of the houses and catacombs was becoming the church of the great
cathedrals and imperial endowments, and a few among the saints began to believe
that in her acquisition of wealth, property, and popularity the church was losing
the path that led to perfection. Christianity began to pursue holiness outside the
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functions of the local congregation, and the monk135 gradually replaced the martyr
as the person who epitomized the Christian life of radical discipleship.136
One of those noteworthy believers who voiced concerns was a monk, Basil the
Great, who lived from 330-379 in the middle of modern Turkey. He was born after the
Church was legalized and saw the vulnerability that popularity can bring to the life of
faith. Now, damage to one’s faith came not from persecution but from the secularizing
influence that church membership was synonymous with Roman citizenship rather than
Jesus’ call to follow Him. For those believers desiring spiritual transformation, one
popular option was the hermit-type monasticism. However, for the most part, the isolated
Christian was not anymore transformed than the believer immersed in society. As a
constructive compromise between the solitary and the secular believer, Basil began a
“cenobitic” or community life monastery. Basil writes:
I consider that life passed in company with a number of persons in the same
habitation is more advantageous in many respects. My reasons are, first, that no
one of us is self-sufficient as regards corporeal necessities, but we require one
another’s aid in supplying our needs. Furthermore, a person living in solitary
retirement will not readily discern his or her own defects, since they have no one
to admonish and correct them with mildness and compassion. So it is an area for
combat, a good path of progress, continual discipline, and a practicing of the
Lord’s commandment, when Christians dwell together in community.137
Basil’s concern for spiritual transformation reflected just one of the many problems the
church faced once it was legalized. Other issues surfaced once the Church was legalized
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but are beyond the scope of this paper. The following issues are noted since they did
impact the formation and legality of small groups. Some of these were:
•
•
•

Apostolic succession—who determines church leadership, secular or
sacred authorities?
Distinguishing between heresy and orthodoxy.
The glamorization and massive funding devoted to physical plants instead
of the spiritual body of Christ.138

As the Church merged with the Civil authority, it became the religious approval
process with the power of legal enforcement for most matters regarding Christianity. The
buildings and fund raising took precedence over care for the poor. Jerome, who died in
420 said “Our walls glitter with gold, yet Christ is dying at our doors in the person of the
poor, and naked, and hungry.”139 The reading of Scripture in the common language,
preaching, and gatherings of believers without the permission of the authorities was
forbidden. As shall be seen, a legalized or domesticated church can be just as oppressive
to spiritual transformation as an anti-Christian authority.
Small Groups Between the Church’s Legalization and the Protestant Reformation
One must ask what happened to spiritual formation through relational
accountability found in small groups as the church began expanding its power, codifying
its regulations, and defining what was orthodox? Two church leaders, Ambrose, the
Bishop of Milan (339-397) and Augustine of Hippo, an early Christian theologian and
philosopher (354-430), are on record as crediting small clergy groups with reminding
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each other of the good news of Jesus.140 Comisky points out that for the non-clergy
believer there was a growing awareness that the cathedral style of Christianity could not
satisfy the God-given drive for a deeper, more personal relational transformation. The
monastic and cloistered movement in the Church was toward unhealthy asceticism, a
separation from family and continual demarcation between lay persons and clergy. The
Lord’s Supper is a vivid example. The Early Church believers had celebrated this event
as a relational-community meal, to include praying, accountability, honesty, mutual care
and outreach. But, by the third century this communal sacred event had become a ritual
meticulously choreographed by the clergy with little or no non-clergy involvement.141
History records that the small group concept continued after the legalization of the
church; however, most of what we know relates to monasticism. We do know that by “The
twelfth century, Church law governed most spiritual formation. One of the religious rules
forbade people from preaching the gospel unless they received explicit approval from the
Roman Church. Some obeyed. Others did not, and paid dearly.”142 One individual who
disobeyed yet survived and led reform was Gerard Groote. He founded the monastic
movement called the Brethren of the Common Life. But his group focused on those
outside the monastic and church walls and more on small groups. Groote lived in the
Netherlands from 1340-1384.
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John M. Neale in his A History of the So-Called Jansenist Church of Holland
writes that Groote was born during a time of serious Church leadership issues—there were
two or three popes claiming church leadership. Discontentment with the status quo was
being expressed in literature and through rebellion. After coming to realize how much
God loved him, Groote began preaching about God’s love to growing crowds, hungry to
hear. He also began an educational system in the Netherlands during a time when few
were educated. His schools produced top scholars including Thomas a Kempis, author of
The Imitation of Christ and Desiderius Erasmus, classical scholar, social critic, teacher and
theologian. By 1475, Groote’s platform included voluntary communities that in addition to
improving education and civic life, joined together to cultivate the inner life through
sharing and practicing spiritual disciplines such as praying and meditating on Scripture.
Groote’s small group within the larger church continued to the Reformation.143
Prior to the Reformation, a number of both clergy and lay people openly violated church
law by seeking a return to the Early Church format and faith based on the Apostles
teaching. Three similar preaching movements appeared within proximity of each other
and all emphasized the importance of small groups, preaching the gospel, obedience to
scripture, and commitment to lay involvement. These included: The Waldensians:
founder Peter Waldo from Lyon, France, late 1170’s; The Lollards: founder John
Wycliffe, Oxford, England, 1380’s; The Hussite’s: founder Jan Hus, Czechoslovakia,
1400’s. These three movements were in part catalysts empowering the coming Protestant
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Reformation.144 Further study of these and other pre-Reformation groups is time well
spent. As C. Christian Smith noted “If our memories fade, our obedience will wane.”145
Martin Luther, 1483-1546, a German Roman Catholic Priest, later leader of the
Protestant Reformation, is known for many things. Two points are applicable to this
discussion of small groups. One, history indicates that leaders who endorsed small groups,
for example, Jan Hus and John Wycliffe, echoed much of Luther’s thinking and their
followers provided much of the energy leading to the Reformation. Second, Luther, who
initially saw small groups as vital to the Reformation, eventually came to speak and write
against them. Luther changed his mind for at least two reasons; a desire for political and
religious unity and a concern that small groups would lead to a proliferation of
denominations. His April 1529 letter to fellow priest Karl Weiss, found in 1982, Luther
expressed concerns about small groups. “Some Pharisaical spirit will conclude that his
little group is the church and that everyone outside is damned.”146
Small Groups Following the Protestant Reformation to the Time of John Wesley
A number of groups sprung up that fulfilled Luther’s dire prediction regarding
small groups. One prominent group was called Anabaptists. According to Comiskey, they
took the Protestant Reformation to its logical conclusion. Anabaptists followed the
Scripture, lived the priesthood of all believers, modeled the early church house, and

144

Comiskey, 2000 Years of Small Groups, 61-64.

145

Smith, Water, Faith, and Wood, 19.

146

Charles E. White, ed. “Concerning Earnest Christians: A Newly Discovered Letter of Martin
Luther,” Currents in Theology and Missions, 10, no. 5 (1983): 275.

59
followed a simple ecclesiastical hierarchy.147 Initially Luther was in agreement with them.
However, their demand for political and ecclesial independence caused Luther concern.
The Anabaptist and other similar groups were a contravention to 1500 years of Church
tradition and political aristocracy. In an atmosphere of a strict and historical authoritarian
hierarchy, non-conforming organizations, particularly ones of a religious nature, were
seen as a serious threat to the good order and discipline of society. Instead of being the
small spiritual group within the larger congregation, they separated from the larger
congregation to form a distinct worshipping community.
In Great Britain one group desiring to carry on the Reformation called themselves
Puritans. These reformers used the small group format, or as they called them
“Conventicles,” to develop and mature believers.148 “They grew as they discussed
Scripture together and tried to apply it to their lives.”149 However, as Lloyd Jones noted,
they were focused on changing the Church of England not nurturing small
transformational groups within the Church.150 In what appears to be a repeated theme
when it comes to small groups, the authorities declared such gatherings as seditious and
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insignificant. After all, when the head of the church, “Queen Elizabeth I, 1533-1603,
declared that preaching a sermon once per month was sufficient,”151 any hunger for
spiritual transformation appeared as disrespecting those in authority.
Four Leaders Who Influenced John Wesley
D. Michael Henderson, in his book, A Model for Making Disciples: John Wesley’s
Class Meeting, states:
Only recently have we begun to suspect that the medium of conceptual
transmission may be as influential as the content of the message. And it may be
argued that the medium chosen to convey a given message determines not only
the character of its reception but shapes the quality of the message itself.152
The medium of Wesley’s conceptual transmission was not the classroom of religious
education or the large congregation or even the solitary monastic cell; rather, it was the
cauldron of interpersonal relationships warmed, sometimes heated, by personality
differences. God’s word and His Holy presence was the heat source that spiritually
transformed.
By the time of John Wesley, the Protestant Reformation was nearly two hundred
years old. The Puritan influence was negligible. However, pietism,153 through leaders
such as Philipp Spener, Anthony Horneck, and Nicolaus Zinzendorf, along with a French
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Catholic nobleman, de Renty, were four of the many who had significant influence on
Wesley.
Gaston Jean Baptiste de Renty, (1611-1649) was a French Roman Catholic,
aristocrat and philanthropist. His influence on Wesley’s work came initially by way of
Wesley’s Father, Samuel:
In 1699 he (Samuel Wesley) published A Letter Concerning the Religious
Societies, in which he urged the need for pastoral care and spiritual growth, and
noted their value in this regard. He observed that there were precedents for such
societies, including those of the Marquis de Renty, and stressed that their purpose
was neither to gather new churches out of existing churches, nor to ferment
schisms or divisions, nor yet to imply that other Christian brethren were heathen,
but rather to promote the glory of God in the practice of humility and charity.154
John Wesley referred to de Renty as:
The epitome of Christian holiness coupled with concern for the poor and effective
methodology. Wesley published his own extract of de Renty’s biography, editing
it from 358 pages to 67 and made it a mainstay of Wesley’s Christian Library for
his pastors. Wesley frequently pointed his pastors to the section on de Renty’s
small groups.”155
Philipp Spener, known as the Father of Pietism, (1635-1705) offered “Six
proposals to correct the condition of the church.” These included: (1) a personal
relationship with Jesus; not just knowing doctrine, (2) lay leadership, (3) Bible study
groups, (4) Sunday School to promote lay religious education, (5) Diligent reading of the
Bible in public and private, (6) Reintroduction of the Acts 2:42-47 small group
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transformation model establishing smaller congregations within the larger
congregation.156
Anthony Horneck, a Lutheran pastor (1641-1697), immigrated from the continent
fifty years before Wesley’s ministry and established religious societies, associations for
and by young men desiring to live Christian lives. These gave rise to spiritual formation
associations such as the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel and the Society for the
Promotion of Christian Knowledge. They lived by a set of guidelines such as praying,
singing, and reading God’s Word alone and together. They were concerned with welfare
practices such as collecting funds for distribution to those in need.157 John Walsh writes
in his Essays in Modern English Church History, that John Wesley’s father, Samuel, was
a great admirer and often participated in their meetings.158 These groups had a number of
similarities and agendas that Wesley would build on.159
Nicolaus Zinzendorf (1700 to 1760) became the spiritual leader for a group of
German Pietist known as Moravians. Zinzendorf’s father had been a friend of Philipp
Spener. David Lowes Watson writes that Zinzendorf’s father died when Nicolas was six
weeks old. He was raised by his grandmother, a theologically well-educated woman who
permitted numerous meetings on her estate in support of the Pietist movement.
Zinzendorf eventually took control of her estate. Watson records:
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The history of the Moravian church had its roots in the radical movements of late
medieval Christianity, and in particular the followers of Jan Hus. A further
component of their tradition was the influence of seventeenth-century German
Pietism, the movement largely associated with Philipp Spener. From his earliest
years, Zinzendorf, assimilated two of the movement’s important concepts: that of
ecclesiola in ecclesia (The small church within the larger church) regarded by
Spener as a means of reviving the church without occasioning separation; and that
of a personal relationship with Christ as the bedrock of the Christian faith.160
Zinzendorf became an adviser, for a time, to John Wesley. Additionally, the
Moravian’s themselves reminded Wesley of the Act 2 Christians with their piety, undaunting faith, and self-sacrifice which he witnessed up close as he made the journey
with twenty-six of them as they sailed from England to the colony of Georgia in late
October 1735. About ten days from the New World, their ship sailed into a ferocious
storm. Wesley called the Moravians Germans because of their language. He noticed their
genuine faith—a faith he lacked:
At noon our third storm began. In the midst of the psalm wherewith the service
began, the sea broke over, split the mainsail in pieces, covered the ship, and
poured in between decks, as if the great deep had already swallowed us up. A
terrible screaming began among the English. The Germans calmly sang a
hymn.161
The faith of the Moravians challenged Wesley both positively and negatively
during the two years he worked with them in Georgia. The negative issues are beyond the
scope of this paper. A positive challenge to his faith led him to make the following entry
on January 24, 1738 as his ship neared England on the homeward voyage:
I went to America to convert the Indians; but O! Who shall convert me? Who,
what is he that will deliver me from this evil heart of unbelief?” I have a fair
summer religion. I can talk well; nay and believe myself, while no danger is near:
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But let death look me in the face, and my spirit is troubled. Nor can I say, ‘To die
is gain!’162
Four months later at that Aldersgate small group meeting led by a Moravian,
Wesley journaled, “I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ
alone for salvation. And an assurance was given me, that He had taken away my sins,
even mine.”163
One other influence on Wesley’s small group formulation came from an
anonymous parson’s book discovered as a part of John and his brother Charles’ prison
ministry. Reading to the prisoners, in addition to preaching, teaching and caring for their
families, was a part of their routine. One book that Wesley read to them was The
Country-Parson’s Advice to His Parishioners: A Serious Exhortation to A Religious and
Virtuous Life, “Anonymous, last Published 1680”. About thirty years after the initial
reading Wesley penned these words:
There I read these words, “And let me tell you that if good men of this Church
will thus show themselves, and unite together in several parts of the country,
disposing themselves into friendly societies, and engaging another in all good
Christian ways; it would also be the most effectual means for resorting our
decaying Christianity to its primitive life and vigor, and the supporting of our
tottering and sinking Church.
“But all as one-person (thus it was with the primitive Christians, see Acts 2)
march forward in the good ways of God against all opposition observing and
considering one another to provoke unto love and to good works as the apostle’s
expressions are (Heb. 10:23-24). You will be afraid of no discouragements when
you have got the assistance of so many true friends. When you are seized with any
coldness or dullness, they will be ready to warm and quicken you.164
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The Development of the Class Meeting (Small Group) Model
We will now examine the development of Wesley’s Class Meeting. While his
ordination and tradition came from the hierarchical control of the Church of England,
Wesley’s positive attitude toward small groups were influenced by two sources. First,
from the leaders just reviewed. They taught that the way to restore and revitalize the
ecclesiastical organization was through the proliferation of small renewal groups within
the larger congregation. Wesley saw this as a way to revitalize the Church of England
using grass root initiatives coupled with episcopal leadership to maintain a vigorous
balance between spontaneity and order, enthusiasm, and established authority.165 Wesley
was against divisions within the Church. Hearing of those who were separating
themselves from the Church of England, he wrote in a letter dated September 20, 1788,
“Such a separation I have always declared against; and certainly it will not take place (if
ever it does) while I live.”166 The second influence was his own Aldersgate’s experience.
It provided the personal example of the life changing power of spiritual transformation
that can happen because of the relational cauldron.
Pragmatically, the exponential growth of his following and the uneasiness his
enthusiastic message created among the State Church clergy meant Wesley had to move
outside the walls of the church.167 Taking the teachings just reviewed regarding relational
dynamics and modeling existing small groups, he designed his accountability program
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around five distinct but interconnected components: the Society or congregation, the
Class or small group, the Select Society or focus group, the Penitent Band or recovery
group who met at the same time the bars were open, and the Band a homogeneous group
designed for ruthless honesty. “It could be said metaphorically that the Society aimed for
the head, the Class Meeting for the hands, and the band for the heart.”168 Specific sized
groups met specific needs. For example, as a missionary to the Colony of Georgia,
Wesley tested and refined what he had learned about spiritual small group organization.
His journal entry of April 1736 noted the following:
Not finding as yet any doors open for pursuing our main design (ministering to
the Indians), we considered in what manner we might be most useful to the little
flock at Savannah. And we agreed (1) to advise the more serious among them to
form themselves into a sort of little society, and to meet once a week, in order to
reprove, instruct, and exhort one another. (2) To select out of these, a smaller
number for a more intimate union with each other which might be forwarded,
partly by our conversing singularly with each, and partly by inviting them to our
house: and this accordingly, we determined to do every Sunday in the
afternoon.169
Initially he called his program the Foundry Society and later changed the name to
the United Society. The name, Foundry Society occurred between 1739-1740 when he
borrowed one hundred and fifty British pounds to purchase a dilapidated foundry where
military cannons had been made until an explosion severely damaged the building.
Retiring the debt and raising funds to create a large meeting room became the catalysis
for the procedure that addressed England’s social ills and her ailing Church:
How shall we pay the debt, upon the preaching house? Captain Foy stood up and
said, “Let everyone in the society give a penny a week, and it will be easily done.”
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“But many of them,” said one, “have not a penny to give.” “True,” said the
Captain; “then put ten or twelve of them to me. Let each of these give what they
can weekly, and I will supply what is wanting.” Many others made the same offer.
The societies were divided among them; assigning a class of about twelve persons
to each of these who were termed Leaders.170
The result of this debt liquidation meant that leaders were in weekly contact with
ten or twelve in their homes, places of work or in public spaces. The leaders reported
regularly to Wesley not only the money collected but also the spiritual and physical
condition of those under their care. Wesley wrote, “This is the very thing we wanted. The
leaders are the persons who may not only receive contributions, but also watch over the
souls of their brethren. For those who knew in whom they believed, there was another
help provided.”171
As the United Society grew and the benefits of the face-to-face encounters in
support of spiritual transformation, the problem of leaders’ time constraints and the lack
of privacy in public and work places required a modification. Watson records:
The solution was found by having the members meet regularly not just to collect
funds “but also to give advice, reproof, or encouragement as needed.” A dynamic
of Christian fellowship quickly developed, as members began to “bear one
another’s burdens,” and to “care for each other.” The openness which was
engendered by the meetings led to a “more endeared affection” between members,
and they felt free to be honest with each other. “Speaking the truth in love, they
grew up into Him in all things, who is the Head even Christ.”172
To support this agenda, Wesley drew up a variety of administrative regulations to
support the watchwords of “bearing one another’s burdens” and “caring for one another.”
A review of Wesley’s 1748 letter to the Reverend Mr. Perrronet titled, “A Plain Account
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of the People Called Methodist” provides a summary of Wesley’s administrative action.
In it we find:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

There is only one condition previously required in those who desire admission
into this society— “a desire to flee the wrath to come, to be saved from their
sins.”173
This is the very thing which was from the beginning of Christianity.174
It is the business of the Leader to meet with each person once a week to
encourage, advise, comfort, and exhort as occasion may require and report to
the Minister.175
Another objection was, “There is no Scripture for classes.” I answer, (1) There
is no Scripture against it. (2) There is much Scripture for it, even all those
texts which enjoin the substance of those various duties whereof this is only
an indifferent circumstance, to be determined by reason and experience. (3)
You may not have observed, that the Scripture in most points give only
general rules; and leave particular circumstances to be adjusted by the
common sense of mankind. The Scripture, for instance, gives that general rule,
“Let all things be done decently and in order.”176
As the society increased, I found it required still greater care to separate the
precious from the vile. In order to do this, I determined, at least once in three
months to talk with every member myself.177
Bands, smaller units were developed to support those who desired the
opportunity to “Confess your faults to one another, and to pray for one another,
that ye may be healed.”178
Eat bread together once a quarter as the ancient Christians did with gladness
and singleness of heart.179
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“Total Care” of class members was expected of the leaders. Common sense rules
for everyday living enabled Methodist, as Wesley’s followers began to be called, to
escape the clutches of their degrading secular society.
Summary
John Wesley, like most other religious reformers before him, did not set out to
establish a new denomination. Rather, he sought to return the Church of England to its
first century roots and his society to civility. Isaac Taylor wrote in 1852, “Methodism
came in not to supplant any existing system of an actual discipline, but to establish a
culture of some sort upon the vast howling wilderness of popular irreligion.”180 Or as
Henderson stated:
The Wesleyan revolution is an illustration that long-lasting spiritual
transformation is not the product of dynamic preaching or of correct doctrine. It
comes only through the serious disciple-building . . . The class meeting which
Wesley developed, was the instrument by which preaching and doctrine were
harnessed into spiritual renewal.181
Wesley, building on Church history and pragmatism, methodized the template for the
Class Meeting. Many contemporary small group programs that facilitate spiritual
transformation, whether they acknowledge Wesley’s influence or not, are based on his
methodology.182 His methodology was built on the historical examples of biblical and
Christ focused change.

180

Isaac Taylor, Wesley and Methodism (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1852), 217.

181

Henderson, A Model for Making Disciples, 31.

182

The two Discipleship Group authors referenced in Section 2, Greg Ogden and Jim Putman, are
examples of this.

70
His model served as a social and spiritual force protection against the community
upheaval created as England transitioned from an agrarian society to a world industrial
giant. French historian, Elie Halevy, credits Wesley with returning England to civility,
without the civil war France experienced. Halevy writes:
The miners lived like utter savages absolutely cut off from the middle class but
also from the other sections of the laboring class. The sole influence to counteract
such degradation was to be found in the sudden outburst of religious enthusiasm,”
found in the preaching of the Methodist.183
Additionally, E.P. Thompson, 1924-1993, a principle intellectual in the British
Communist Party and Marxist historian, wrote The Making of the English Working Class.
While he disagrees with Halevy’s optimistic view of Wesley’s work, concedes that
Wesley was an agent for positive social change.184
C. Christopher Smith’s paraphrase of Romans 12: 2 is appropriate as this portion
of the dissertation comes to a close:
Do not be conformed to the narratives of this world, but be transformed by
making your memory new again, refreshing it with stories of faithfulness, so that
your community may be able to discern and carry out its role in God’s good and
perfect plan for reconciling the world.185
John Wesley and his class meeting strengthened its members against the secular
narratives of their world enabling them to be spiritually transformed and be agents of
positive social change.

183

Elie Halevy, A History of the English People in the Nineteenth Century Vol. 1 (New York:
Barnes and Noble Inc., 1961), 262.
184

E.P Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Random House, 1966),

353.
185

C. Christopher Smith, Water, Faith and Wood: Stories of the Early Church’s Witness for Today
(Indianapolis: Doulos Christou Press, 2003), 19.

71
It might be claimed that our contemporary society resembles Wesley’s in many
ways. Just as in his day, small biblically based accountability groups based on trusted
relationships are needed. Small groups that resemble the assembly mentioned in Acts
2:42-47 can be a spiritual force protection in the most challenging of situations. And as
Wesley is reported to have said with his last breath, “Best of all God is with us.”186
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SECTION 4: ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION
Section 3 closed with the reminder that biblically based accountable small groups
are essential for spiritual transformation. Additionally, the dissertation proposed that
these small groups have been and are a primary agent for positive church renewal and
often even healthy social change.
Section 4 meets the requirements of a Track 02 DMin dissertation in that it
contains both academic work and a practical application called the Artifact. For this
thesis an Apple’ iBook,187 will be offered for a church or group desiring to start a
spiritually transformational life program. The intended culture is the Pacific Northwest.
This program is designed for any size group at no cost to the user.
Four objectives are proposed for the Artifact. First, the artifact will help define the
meaning, necessity, investment required, and expectations of a small group. Second, the
artifact is designed to answer basic questions about small groups and provide samples of
available materials. Third, it recognizes and appreciates that discretionary time is limited.
Fourth, the Artifact in iBook format permits interaction such as journaling with material.
In support of these objectives, surveys, examples, and tested training programs are
included. This artifact includes assistance for small groups to identify and train leaders,
create realistic goals, and deal with conflicts. Essential to such a program are evaluation
tools, surveys, and routine checkups, all designed to make sure biblical transformation is
the goal and not just socialization or studying the latest Christian bestseller.
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Two recommendations are made in support of using this material. First, that an
entire congregation and/or its respective small groups, study the same biblical text. The
goal is that the entire body view the same Scripture “as a grand narrative of God’s work
in the world.”188 An added benefit is that as an entire body of believers study the same
writings, the grand narrative will be better understood even by those who don’t
participate in a small group. As Timothy Johnson writes in Scripture and Discernment:
Decision Making in the Church:
This is the most natural thing in the world to read through an entire Gospel
together as a community, paying the closest attention to the way it elicits our own
narratives of faith, challenges our own words, as it unfolds in its literary
integrity. . .The writings of the New Testament were not composed for private
readership, after all, or for individual interpretation. They were composed as
documents written for communities.189
C. Christopher Smith identified two modern Christian inclinations that stymie the
transforming power of the Bible: virstis, focusing on Scripture that fits a particular
narrative and topicalitis, “the churches’ tendency to approach Scripture via relevant
topics” instead of as mentioned earlier, the “grand narrative of God’s work in the
world.190 Consequently, when the entire church focuses on the same biblical passages
they are reflecting the early church’s desire to be open to the Holy Spirit instead of
chasing the latest theological “bunny.”
The second recommendation is that two reminiscences be considered. These are
included in the Artifact. First, in Chapter Five, remembering the faithfulness of those who
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preserved in the faith notwithstanding the unbelievable challenges they faced. Hebrews
13:3 is a call to remember those in prison. As C. Christopher Smith wrote, “In our age in
which individualism destroys most manifestations of community, the stories of the Early
Church are especially important in forming our identity as the gathered people of
God.”191 It is critical that the expectations of Acts 2:42-47 be exemplified by
“remembering the teachings of the Apostles, remembering the Christian martyrs (the cost
of discipleship) and fellowship.”192
The second recommendation is that the historical spiritual formation tools be
considered. Chapter Six of the Artifact has just four of the many historical Christian
disciplines. In the present environment of “do it yourself spiritual formation,” it is critical
that an individual or small group be aware of the spiritual formation tools that believers
have used for centuries to support transformation. These tools served as a spiritual
defense against societies pressures. For example, Daniel prayed three times a day, facing
Jerusalem, “as he had been doing previously” (Dan. 6:10),” which enabled him to remain
faithful in a hostile environment.
Small groups appear to be the current church hot topic. However, most of the
fashionable books focus primarily on specific topics such as Bible studies, current events,
and deal with a plethora of personal issues such as marriage, raising children or the cults.
Only a few speak to the spiritually curious. Missing in most small groups is any link to
the biblical mandate for accountability which ties into the small group’s requirements
listed in Acts 2:42-47, the challenge of transformation because of interaction with both
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the sacred text and the small group, and tools that a group could use to reframe all of life
around God. The ultimate guide is to experience Jesus’ words, “Wherever two or three
are gathered together in My name, I am in their midst” (Matt. 18:20).
The chapters of the Artifact are:
1. Why Bother with Life Groups?
2. Counting The Cost
3. Training
4. Materials—A Small Sample
5. Remembering
6. Tools to Shape Spiritual Growth

SECTION 5: TRACK 02 ARTIFACT SPECIFICATIONS
Section 5 of the dissertation follows the Non-Fiction Book Guide of the George
Fox University Doctor of Ministry Program.193 The format will deviate from the Turabian
style to follow the iBook format.
Title:
“Watching Over One Another in Love” A Contemporary Application of John Wesley’s
Class Meeting Format: Transformation that Happens Because of Relationships.
Author:
Robert W. Marshall
3035 S.E. Morning Light Court
Port Orchard, WA 98367
rwmarshalll@gmail.com
370-473-8080
Overview:
“They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to
fellowship, the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). This curriculum is distinct
from most books about small groups in that it provides resources for planning, evaluating
and monitoring instead of just didactic. The goal is spiritual transformation that
encourages a sense of belonging and openness to obedience. The iBook format permits
online interaction, even for those who want to “test the waters before jumping in.”
Validations:
The material has been in the works for the last three years in a local congregation.
Focus groups, small group training, surveys, and feedback have been used to validate,
correct, and endorse the program. For the most part, it has been well received. Over
seventy life groups have participated with their leaders taking part in training and a large
percentage of the congregation has participated in spiritual assessments. A sense of
belonging in the midst of a large congregation and all that “belonging” means has been
reported. Negative comments include, “I want to study something different than the
entire church is studying,” or, “I don’t want new people joining my small group.” Also,
“I don’t have time to join a life group,” and, “Why can’t it just be me, Jesus, the Bible
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and Sunday worship?” Objections and questions were acknowledged and used as
program calibrations without losing sight of the goal of spiritual transformation taking
place in relationships. No one has been forced to join and no group has been forced to
accept new folks.
Curriculum Format:
The proposed curriculum will be in a cookbook format. The objective being the
various sections of the curriculum together present a recipe for spiritually
transformational small groups. However, an interested reader may examine chapters of
interest without having to read everything. For example, one could review conducting a
survey or reading about tools for a rule of life without wading through the introduction.
Comparative Products:
•

Accountable Discipleship: Handbook for Covenant Discipleship Groups in The
Congregation by David Lowes Watson, publisher, Discipleship Resources, 1984.
This 116-page paperback follows the early Methodist class meeting in support of
those who desire to make a deeper commitment of their faith. This book is out of
print.

•

Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community by Ruth
Haley Barton, publisher, IVP, 2014. Using the road to Emmaus story, the author
provides information for those desiring to do life together as they encounter Christ.

•

The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community and Small Groups by
Joseph R. Myers, publisher, Zondervan, 2003. This deals with the modern social
malaise of “together being alone” and dealing with “post moderns who wish to
belong before they believe.”

•

Equipping Disciples Who Make Disciples: Real-Life Discipleship Training

Manual by Jim Putman, Avery T. Willis Jr., Brandon Guindon, and Bill Krause,
Publishers, Navpress, 2010. This training twelve-chapter manual provides
an in-depth training for life group leaders. The authors are pastors of a church
whose focus is small groups.
Distribution:
The Artifact in an iBook format can be distributed on a variety of social media platforms
such as Facebook and Twitter.
Endorsements:
The following pastors have expressed interest in this dissertation.

78
•
•
•

Rev. Dr. Mark Toone, Senior Pastor Chapel Hill Presbyterian Church, Gig Harbor,
WA.
Rev. Megan Hackman, Pastor of Small Groups, Chapel Hill Presbyterian Church
Gig Harbor, WA.
Rev. Dustin Slezak, Life Group Pastor, Canyon Hills Community Church, Bothell,
WA.

Benefits of the iBook or similar electronic format:
•

Interactive website exploration.

•

No cost to the user.

•

Updates will be easy.

An electronic format would expand John Wesley’s vision statement he made on June
11,1739. He wrote, “I look upon all world was my parish.”194 The iBook format could
extend his “parish” to the far reaches of the internet.
Chapter Titles:
1. Why Bother with Life Groups?
2. Counting The Cost.
3. Training.
4. Materials—small sample.
5. Remembering.
6. Tools to shape our spiritual growth.
Intended Audience:
•

Primary audience: Followers of Jesus interested in small groups.

•

Secondary audience: Those who want to explore small groups without
commitment; belong before they believe.
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Manuscript:
This manuscript is complete. Reformatting to an iBook will take place in the Fall of 2016.
Author’s Biography:
Robert (Bob) Marshall is a candidate for a Doctor of Ministry in Leadership and Spiritual
Formation through George Fox University. Bob has a Bachelor of Science in
Education/English from Miami University, A Masters of Divinity from Asbury Seminary.
He recently retired after 29 years as a Navy Chaplain with the rank of Captain, USN.
During his career he attended a variety of military, civilian and theological trainings.
Bob leads small groups and coaches small group leaders.
Future Projects:
Men Mentoring Men—An adoption of this work to assist men in creating small
accountability groups.
Small Groups for Seasoned Saints—An adoption of this work for the growing population
of the mature who face isolation, sense of uselessness, and diminishing opportunities to
connect in the church.

SECTION 6: POSTSCRIPT
The hope and intent for the dissertation and its corresponding artifact is that even
here in the Pacific Northwest, individuals will, as John Wesley did, come to know how
much God loves them. In Wesley’s case, the realization came not in his Church of
England or as a missionary to Georgia. Rather, his life changing awareness came in a
biblical based small group. The group was reading the preface to Luther’s commentary
on Romans. In that setting, made up of individuals at various levels of spiritual maturity,
this highly trained clergy person finally came to understand that he was loved by God.
Why cannot the same insight happen for the many in this region who sense the Godimplanted desire for something more? Sadly, many are inoculated against biblical
spirituality, skeptical of all spirituality, or ignorant regarding the biblical call to
transformation.
The objective of this thesis might sound unimaginative, even unprofessional.
However, the author has nearly 30 years of ministry in a military setting. He has
witnessed in every assignment, the dynamics that occur when individuals in a safe
environment can ask questions, discuss issues, and hear God’s word become alive
through the voice, the facial expressions, even the caring touch of another. Often in these
groups, the curious, the lonely, the homesick and even the debater have, in that setting,
heard the words of the Bible as if it had been written just for them.
Three years ago the author’s environment changed from uniforms and constant
residential moves. The author’s “unofficial” job description had been a “Spiritual Fitness
Coordinator.” This description was accurate in that it consisted of providing for or
supporting every individual dealing with spiritual issues. The author’s current
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environment is quite different. Living in the same place and being with the same
congregation for over three years is a new experience. However, the spiritual longings,
and questions are similar in my new surroundings. The Spiritual Fitness Coordinator job
description and expectations have remained the same.
John Wesley and the impact of his class meeting on the church and society has
been an interest of the author since seminary. The evidence of the transformation these
small groups cultivated was witnessed as England was spared from an insurrection such
as the French Revolution. Today’s environment has different titles for many of the same
social evils and spiritual malaise that John Wesley confronted.
As Amy Hunter wrote:
The Emmaus story reveals to us the image of God and a Church that walks
alongside human confusion, human pain, and human loss of faith and hope.
Emmaus challenges us to see that it isn’t our unshakable faith and deep
spirituality that connects us to the risen Christ, but our small gestures of
hospitality and friendship.195
The intention is to continue developing, teaching, and applying the things learned
as the secular culture increases its press against the historical teachings of the Bible. The
reader is invited to join the biblical transformation that can happen in the cauldron of the
relationships with those God brings together in a small group.
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community may be able to discern and carry out its role in God’s good and perfect
plan for reconciling the world.”1
6.

A Few Historical Tools or Disciplines for Spiritual Shaping.
a.) Four tools:
• Journaling
• Observing a Regular Sabbath
• Lectio Divina
• Examen
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b.) Four books:
• Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth by Richard Foster
• Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God by Tim Keller
• A Guide Book to Prayer: Twenty-four Ways to Walk with God by MaryKate
Morse
• Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life by Marjorie J.
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C. Christian Smith, Water, Faith and Wood: Stories of the Early Church Witness for Today
(Indianapolis: Doulos Christou Press, 2003), 19.
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CHAPTER ONE
Why bother with another look at small groups?
Or, been there, done that, and not again!

“They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and to prayer.” (Acts 2:42)

“Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful;
and let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own
assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another and all the more as
you see the day drawing near.” (Hebrews 10:23-25)

“Christian community is a reality created by God in Christ in which we are invited to
participate.” Dietrich Bonhoeffer

“Christian community is the most over-promised and underdeveloped aspect of the church
today. Many fail to find the sense of belonging and real care. Many are disillusioned by the lack
of spiritual transformation.” Ruth Haley Barton

5

Friday, July 13, 1764

Dear Sir:
There is one thing, when I was with you, that gave me great pain: you are not in
the society (small group). But why not? Are there not sufficient arguments for
it to move any reasonable man. Do you not hereby make an open confession of
Christ, of what you really believe to be His work, and of those whom you judge
to be, in a proper sense, His people and His messengers? And is not this the way
to enter into the spirit, and share the blessing of a Christian community?
Hereby, likewise, you may have the benefit of advices and exhortation at the
meeting of the society; and also of provoking one another, to love and to good
works.
Join them inwardly and outwardly, heart and hand, for the sake of your soul.
There is something not easily explained in the fellowship of the Spirit, which we
enjoy with a society of living Christians.
(You said) “I do not care to meet a class (small group). I find not good in it.”
Suppose you find even a dislike, a loathing of it, may not this be natural or even
diabolical? In spite of this, break through, make a fair trial. It is but a lion in
the way. Meet only six times (with previous prayer), and see if it does not vanish
away. But, if it be a cross, still bear it for the sake of your brethren. Because I
love you, I have spoken fully and freely; to know that I have not spoken in vain,
will be a great satisfaction too.
Your affectionate brother

John Wesley2

2

John Wesley, Wesley’s Works, Vol. III, 188-189.
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Why are small groups important to spiritual
transformation?

Bottom line up front, the intention of this artifact is to present a template on which to build a
spiritual transformational program, known also as a small group, that can be tailored to specific
cultural settings. The end product is disciples of Jesus who cultivate a sense of belonging, and
produce followers of Jesus who both enrich the local congregation and positively influence the
neighborhood. The materials included are offered as a very small sample of the considerable
spiritual formulation resources available. The point is that small group training does not need to
be reinvented. It needs to be applied. The first four chapters are intended to create ideas, provide
tools by which to evaluate those ideas, and understand some of the challenges associated when
those ideas become reality. Chapter 5 is a short reminder of the cost of following Jesus through
the ages. Chapter 6 provides four historical spiritual formation tools useful by the individual or
small group.
The biblical foundation on which this frame stands consists of:
•

Obedience to Matthew 28:19-20—The Great Commission

•

Imitating the actions of Early Church believers recorded in Acts 2:42-47—The Seven
Distictives of the Early Church Community

•

Being restorers of hope in James 1:27 and Colossians 4:5—Living out the transformed
life.

David Lowes Watson stated:
The churches have their coterie3-theologies and interest groups galore, but not many of
them are covenanted to Christian mutuality in prayer, to the “searching of the

3

Coterie, sounds like “cadre”, means a small group of folks with like interest and usually a group that is
not open to other folks; AKA, clique, in-crowd, and gang.
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Scriptures,” to the moral reinforcement of their members, to on-site works of love and
mercy.4

Over 200 years ago, the Church of England pastor, John Wesley, lamented in his Journal
dated Thursday, August 25, 1763:
I am more convinced than ever, that the preaching like an Apostle, without joining
together those that are awakened, and training them up in the ways of God is only
begetting children for the murderer. How much preaching has there been for these
twenty years all over Pembrokeshire! But no regular societies, no discipline, no order or
connection; and the consequence is, that nine in ten of the ones awakened are not faster
asleep than over.5
Wesley did develop societies, small groups, that included relationships and guidance, whose
slogan was, “Watching over one another in love”.6 Isaac Taylor, 1787-1865, wrote about what
happened when this pastor’s concern was acted on. John Wesley “came in not to supplant any
existing system of an actual discipline, but to establish a culture of some sort upon the vast
howling wilderness of popular religion”.7 As Wesley’s fellow pastor, George Whitfield
observed, “My Brother Wesley acted wisely, the souls that were awakened under his ministry,
he joined in class, thus preserved the fruits of his labor. This I neglected, and my people are a
rope of sand”.8 This renewal was not limited to religion or the church. D. Michael Henderson in
his book, A Model for Making Disciples: John Wesley’s Class Meeting, referencing historians
from various backgrounds and philosophical agendas, claims this spiritual transformation

4

David Lowes Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting: Its Origins and Significance (Eugene: Wifp
& Stock, 1985), 134.
5
John Wesley, Wesley’s Works Vol. III (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), 144.
6

John Wesley, Ibid., 269.

7

Isaac Taylor, Wesley and Methodism (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1852), 217.

8

Holland M. McTyeire, History of Methodism (Nashville: Publishing House of the M.E. Church, South,
1904), 204.
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“spared England from the kind of bloody revolution which ravaged other nations on the
continent”.9
A plan begins with a vision or idea that only becomes reality through tenacity and
discipline. It takes work and time. It can consist of multiple parts or phases. To support that
vision of spiritual transformation, cost must be estimated, challenges identified, and end goals
established for the individual, the small group, the church, and secular community.

$ First, an Accurate Cost Estimate:
The biblical spiritual and behavioral change10 required for following Christ is costly.
Luke records that after Jesus had fed the five thousand, He queried the disciples as to whether
they genuinely understood that He was the “Christ of God?” Then He described the hideous
events He would soon endure because of who He was. And then He outlined what it would cost
to follow Him.
Then He told them what they could expect for themselves. “Anyone one who intends to
come with me has to let me lead. You’re not in the driver’s seat—I am. Don’t run from
suffering; embrace it. Follow me and I’ll show you how. Self-help is no help at all. Selfsacrifice is the way, my way, to finding yourself, your true self. What would it do to get
everything you want and lose you, the real you? If any of you is embarrassed in me and
the way I’m leading you, know that the Son of Man will be far more embarrassed with
you when He arrives in all his splendor in company with the Father and the holy angels.
This isn’t, you realize, pie in the sky, by and by. Some who have taken their stand right
here are going to see it happen, see with their own eyes the kingdom of God.” (Luke
9:23-27, The Message translation).

Second, Defining the Challenges:
Jesus also cautioned thoughtfulness and calculation when contemplating following Him:
For which one of you, when he wants to build a tower, does not first sit down and
calculate the cost to see if he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a
9

D. Michael Henderson, A Model for Making Disciples: John Wesley’s Class Meeting (Nappanee: Francis
Asbury Press, 1997), 12.
10

Other terms for biblical spiritual behavioral change are Christian discipleship, spiritual transformation,
and holiness.
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foundation and is not able to finish, all who observed it begin to ridicule him, saying.
‘this man began to build and was not able to finish’. (Luke 14:28-31).
This curriculum will assist with defining the challenges in order to make your building
project or small group, a success.11 Recognizing the challenges necessitates understanding the
needs, running test programs, training and regular evaluations. The goal is to avoid the “halffinished building” Jesus warned about, the disillusioned or dysfunctional small group.

Challenge One: To this spiritual building program is the secular social stresses,
particularly here in the Pacific Northwest. Here are some of those adverse issues:
•
•
•

Lack of a cultural appreciation or personal desire to pursue biblical spiritual
transformation.12
The opinion that the Christian faith is too demanding or narrow-minded.13
There are so many other more interesting, less demanding, self-improvement
programs, and many with Christian sounding titles.14

The following two articles are examples of the adverse challenges that impact the Christian
spiritual behavioral modification. The first, in “Atheist ‘mega-churches’ take root across the
U.S., World,” writer Gillian Flaccus reports that:
Nearly three dozen atheist mega churches have sprung up around the U.S. and Australia
attracting hundreds of people bound by their belief in unbelief. It’s singing awesome

11

Objections to saying that following Jesus is costly are responded to with the words of Jesus or
Bonhoeffer who stated it clearly, “When Christ calls a man, He bids him come and die”. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The
Cost of Discipleship (New York: MacMillan Publishing Company, 1976), 7.
12

“People come here for a job. It is a culture based off the American financial dream. It is not the Baptist
setting in the South or the Lutheran in the Midwest.” Carol Garnick, “Christians discuss life in ‘unchurched’
Northwest. The Seattle Times, Saturday, 27 September 2014 at 7:27 PM,
http://seattletimes.com/htmllocalnews202464467chrisstcasdiaxml.html, accessed September 29, 2014.
13

In our national survey, we found the three most common perceptions of present-day
Christianity are anti-homosexual, judgmental, and hypocritical. These “big three” are followed by
the following negative perceptions, embraced by a majority of young adults: old-fashioned, too
involved in politics, out of touch with reality, insensitive to others, boring, not accepting of other
faiths, and confusing.” David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, Unchristian: What a New Generation
Really Thinks about Christianity…And Why It Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007), 27.
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songs, hearing interesting talks, thinking about improving one’s self and helping other
people—and doing that in a community of wonderful relationships.15
This story fits the definition of “Therapeutic Deism,”16 or creating a god in ones’ own
image which now serves as a comforting, albeit false-substitute for a genuine relationship with
God. Romans 1:18-32 says this longing for God is a part of every human DNA, yet while “they
know perfectly well they’re spitting in God’s face. And they don’t care—worse they hand out
prizes to those who do the worst things best” (Romans 1:32).17 In this shift of the sacred
paradigms, even the term “religious” has become obscure.
In the classic 2000 essay collection “Religion and Popular Culture In America,” scholars
argued that activities such as diverse as “Star Trek” fandom, dieting fads and football
could all constitute religions. But if anything that creates community and engenders
passionate devotion can constitute religion, does the world lose all meaning? If
everything is religion, then maybe nothing is.18
`
Consequently, when the concept of spiritual behavioral modification or Christian discipleship is
mentioned, clear definitions are necessary. The target must be clearly identified. Expectations,
boundaries, objectives, and words must be biblically accurate. For as Rosario Champagne
Butterfield, a former leftist professor of English and Women’s Studies at Syracuse University,
who became a believer in Jesus Christ in April of 1999, described her worldview before her
“train wreck conversion” as one where, “There were no truths, there are only truth claims.”19

15

Gillian Flaccus, “Atheist ‘Mega Churches’ Take Root Across US, World,” November 10, 2013,
Associated Press, http://news.yahoo.com/athesit-mega-churches-root-across-us-world-214619648.html, 2.
16

The definition of “Therapeutic deism is “God created the world, He wants us to be happy, God is not
needed unless there is a problem, and when one dies he or she goes to heaven.” Christian Smith and Melinda L.
Denton in Souls In Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 162-163.
17

Eugene Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language (Colorado Springs: NavPress,
2002), 2033.
18

Mark Oppenheimer, “When Some Turn to Church, Others Go To Cross Fit” New York Times, November
27, 2015, (http://nytimes.com/2015/11/28/us/some-turn-to-church-others-to-crossfit.html?_r=0,3.
19

Rosaria Champagne Butterfield, The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert: An English Professor’s
Journey into a Christian Faith (Pittsburg: Crown & Covenant, 2013), Kindle 341.

11

With a worldview without absolutes and only personal definitions of truth, the absolutes of
Jesus can sound outrageous. Consequently, biblical definitions and expectations must be welldefined and based on assurance that the Bible is the Truth not just one of many truth claims.
Contextualization, or recognizing the culture where this program will be used is also
critical. For example, is there a church or a marijuana store on every corner? Is the culture preChristian, a Bible belt, or post-Christian, or maybe never Christian?20 As Brad Bigney writes,
“People do not drift naturally toward transformation; they retreat toward information.”21
Challenge Two: This lies at the opposite end of this arduous task to build a spiritual
transformational program. This challenge regards the believers hunkering down behind
religious rules and man-made regulations. This is contradictory to the contemporary secular
need of “I want to belong so that I can believe and then have a reason to change my behavior”.22
As one Seattle writer pointed out, the two greatest dangers to Christianity are those who want to
make the Bible say more than it does and those who want it to say less. “Religious people want
to make the Bible thicker by adding extra rules about their pet peeves to condemn others.”23
John Wesley wrote that the only requirement for being in a Christian transformational group
was a “desire to flee the wrath to come and continue to evidence their desire for salvation”.24

20

“In many ways, Seattle is not just post-Christian; it’s pre-Christian. We never had a Christian heyday.”
Mark Driscoll, A Call To Resurgence: Will the Church have a Future or a Funeral? Kindle 35.
21

Brad Bigney and Ken Long, “Tools to Grow Your Church: Uniting Biblical Counseling and Small
Groups”, Bob Kellemen, General Editor, Biblical Counseling and the Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015),
93.
22

“When it comes to church, I think the formula should be belong, believe, behave. By the way I see
Jesus’ life and the way He purposefully reached out to those who others wouldn’t—people like the Samaritan
woman at the well, John 4:1-42 or the leers Mark 17:11-19—it seems to starkly contrast the idea that people first
have to get it right.” RELEVANT MAGAZINE, page 1, http:www.relevantmagazine.com/god/church/blog/428belong-believe-behave, accessed September 9, 2015.
23

Mark Driscoll, A Call To Resurgence: Will Christianity Have a Funeral or a Future? (Carol Stream:
Tyndale House Publishers, 2013), Kindle 145.
24

John Wesley, Wesley’s Works Vol VIII (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), 270.
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Challenge Three: This defines what biblical transformational looks like. What does a
curriculum imply by a “spiritual behavioral and transformational small community?” In a
culture of individualism, connected primarily by impersonal social media and shallow
commitments, considering spiritual behavioral modification by way of small groups is fraught
with dangers. Rose Mary Doughtery stated:
Unfortunately, today, because there is so much isolation and loneliness, people often get
confused about what they are looking for (in community). They are unable to
discriminate between the companionship of interested people and the community of
people who help them seek God. Spiritual community makes real our seeking and
supports us in our seeking.25
This template is designed to assist with definition, counting the cost, brainstorming the
challenges, and creating an easily definable understanding of your program of spiritual
behavioral modification. The goal is an honest, well-thought through vision to enhance and
encourage.

? Third, Why Another Program or Time Spent on Small Group Material?
George Orwell, the author of books like 1984 and Farm Animals provides a good answer
“Sometimes the first duty of intelligent men is the restatement of the obvious.” 26 One
intelligent man whose statement is worth repeating is found in the July 13, 1764 entry John
Wesley made into his Journal regarding small groups. He copied there a letter to one, who while
a believer, was against a small group:
“Dear Sir, there is one thing, when I was with you, that gave me pain: You are not in the
society (small group). But why not? Are there not sufficient arguments for it to
move any reasonable man? Is not this the way to enter into the spirit, and share the
blessing, of a Christian community? Hereby, and likewise, you may have the benefit of
25

Rose Mary Doughtery, a Nun of the School Sisters of Notre Dame, as quoted in Ruth Haley Barton, Life
Together In Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 9.
26

George Orwell, BrainyQuote.com, Xplore Inc, 2015,
http://brainyquote.com/quotes/g/georeorwel16544.html, accessed December 8, 2015.
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advises and exhortations at the meeting of the society; and also of provoking one
another, to love and to good works. Join them inwardly and outwardly, heart and hand,
for the sake of your own soul. There is something not easily explained in the fellowship
of the Spirit, which we enjoy with the society of living Christians.” 27

His words continue to be worth repeating. Because, too often without some form of biblically
based accountability groups, worship can just be sentimentality, benevolence or works of
compassion merely idealism and religious education just information gathering.

27

John Wesley, Wesley’s Works, Vol 111, 188-189.
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Join a Life Group they said…It will be fun they said.
I’m just saying……
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CHAPTER TWO
Counting the Cost

Luke 14:28-30
Is there anyone here who, planning to build a new house, doesn’t first sit
down and figure out the cost so you’ll know if you can complete it? If you
only have the foundation laid and then run out of money, you’re going to
look pretty foolish. Everyone passing by will poke fun at you: “he started
something he couldn’t finish.” (Message Translation)
These are the ruins
of the stadium
where Spartacus
trained and led his
revolt against
Rome. The author
lived ten miles
away while
stationed in Italy.

This chapter includes samples of surveys, spiritual assessments, cost in time
and material; anticipating and dealing with challenges. Counting the cost through
surveys, assessments and regular feedback invites participants to buy in.
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Introduction

Counting the costs associated with small groups should include a survey of interests,
needs, and a history the congregation has regarding small groups. For example, the recent
seminary graduate still excited about graduating with a minor in small group ministry, or even
the one who read or heard about the importance of small groups, free-falls into a congregation
assuming that everyone else is just as thrilled about small groups as he or she is. Often the
excitement is met with apathy and possibly some form of passive-aggressiveness regarding
small groups. The once enthusiastic leader becomes discouraged.
A short story
This story is about the seminary graduate in his first pastoral assignment to a farming
community. The focus of his ministry was small groups. He divided the congregation by the
county’s geography; assigned church leaders to head these geographical groups, provided study
material, and announced a kick-off program with a church sponsored dinner on a future Friday
night. For a number of months, he worked on the details, kept the leaders and congregation
informed and used the pulpit to stress small groups. He was very disappointed when very few
pre-registered for the kick-off dinner. After all, he had preached, planned, and kept everyone
informed. Fortunately, two of the Elders were honest with him. They invited him to their
weekly meeting at “Bob’s Diner”. The waitress asked the pastor what he would like as she
delivered the coffees and specific breakfasts for each of the six men at the table. “Sorry, I don’t
know your order. Are you a new member of this group?” she asked.
The pastor came to understand that he had been invited to witness a small group that had
existed for many years. These men met at 5:30 AM once a week regardless, unless illness or
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vacations kept them away. They were farmers or small business men deeply invested in each
other’s lives. A divorce, death of a child, two business failures, five pastors, and a church split
had not damaged their objective of looking at God’s Word, holding one another accountable,
and providing financial or physical assistance when needed.
Building on that breakfast at Bob’s Diner, the pastor began listening, visiting groups that
permitted him, and drinking lots of coffee. He learned that a number of small groups existed in
his new church. While most were not called “small groups” most had the common denominator
of spiritual transformation that happened through relationships. True, most were closed to new
folks; but then the church really did not have very many visitors. Subjects ranged from Bible
study and prayer, to mothers’ groups that evolved as children matured, to a men’s group whose
interest was restoring and showing old farm tractors. One group, the pastor was sure, would
identify with Jesus’ disciple, Simon the Zealot.
For over a year he listened, asked questions, used sermons and the monthly church
mailings to teach about the importance, the history, and potential of small groups. A number of
folks did respond to some sermons with comments such as, “I hear what you are saying about
small groups but, I won’t be joining any.” Another common comment was, “I agree with your
agenda but, my group won’t be accepting any new folks.” The pastor was pleased that at least
the message was being heard. The pastor was cordial and rewrote his long-term plans. Often he
made the point that small groups were the primary means for moving sermons from the head to
the heart and hands. Eventually, he and one of the men from the Bob’s Diner along with the
husband of a new family to the church did begin meeting weekly. An elective Sunday School
curriculum on leading small groups was taught by the pastor. He had a plan in place for those
who expressed an interest in a small group, when that interest matured.
So, how is the cost regarding small groups counted? Is the congregation interested or do
they even see a need for such a program? Is there major pushback, mild interest, or are most
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looking forward to an organized small group program? What objective tools are available for
self-reporting one’s spiritual evaluation? Is the church so small it looks like a small group? Is
the congregation so large that many know few of the fellow worshippers? And, how will
personality and theological differences be anticipated and pre-empted or biblically handled
without causing harm?
Validated tools to address these questions follow. Some are free, some cost. As much as
possible free materials are included. However, the cost of being prepared far outweigh the cost
of relationship repair, hurt feelings, or loss to the body of Christ.

Surveys:
Below are a few examples of surveys that both disclose the reality of a situation and
provide, often anonymously, opinions, experiences, and possibly commitment. These surveys
are also useful for ongoing evaluations of small group programs.The following three provide
information for the leadership:
Willow Creek Association @ www.willowcreek.com, offers a cost survey called
REVEAL. This instrument identifies four categories of spiritual catalysts that advance
spiritual growth:
•

Exploring Christ: Spiritual beliefs and attitudes

•

Growing in Christ: Organized church activities such as religious education and
small groups

•

Close to Christ: Personal Spiritual practices

•

Christ Centered: Spiritual activities with others

19

This survey has a large database—over half-a-million participants; can be completed
online and anonymously; comes with a detail analysis and has built-in reliability
calibrations. (In other words, respondents’ comments can be evaluated.)
One church learned from the REVEAL survey that most of their small groups did not
welcome new members, nor appreciate being told what to study. Apart from what the
leadership learned about small groups, they learned just how great the distance was
between the membership promises made and the living out of those messages Monday
through Saturday. The survey powered a restructuring of the church’s total focus. And
periodically, the pastor could emphasize a point by saying something like, “While the
membership vows or the Gospel states such and such, our recent church survey
reported…”
U.S. Congregational Life Survey @ www.uscongregations.org, is a cost survey.
•

Congregations with resources that will help them better understand themselves,
identify strengths and stimulate efforts to create a positive future for themselves

•

Resources to relate effectively with community.

•

A national congregational database that will enable congregations to examine
ministries in relationship to specific benchmarks

•

Leaders with information and resources to assist congregations

•

Ongoing assessments over time

Survey Monkey @ http://www.surveymonkey.com/, offers easy and powerful online
surveys in real time. Both free and paid options are available. Over 200 survey templates
are available and can be edited to fit specific interests or questions.
A survey tool such as Survey Monkey can be used to check in with small groups,
in addition to in person visits by small group coaches or pastors. Below is a sample
survey using Survey Monkey that was free since it had 10 or fewer questions.
1.) Who is the leader on the church records? Is this the actual leader?
2.) How long have you been together?
a.) 1 year or less
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b.) 1-2 years
c.) 2-4 years
d.) etc.
3.) What are the milestones of your group?
4.) What are the names of those who have joined this calendar year?
5.) What does disciple-making mean to you? To the group?
6.) Which worship service do you attend? Which worship services do your
members attend?
7.) On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, what is your commitment to the
worship service?
8.) What is your group studying this reporting period?
9.) On a scale of 1-10, how committed are you to using the current church-wide
study?
10.)

What are the 5 highest priorities for your group?
•

1 2 3 4 5 The content of the study

•

1 2 3 4 5 Socializing

•

1 2 3 4 5 Praying

•

1 2 3 4 5 Eating

•

1 2 3 4 5 Service Project

•

1 2 3 4 5 Spiritual Accountability

Life Group Evaluation Form: Hearing from the Life Group members. (This
could be signed or unsigned.)
Evaluate each of these aspects of your life group. 5 being the highest.
•

1 2 3 4 5 Community: growing, caring, sense of
belonging

•

1 2 3 4 5 Welcoming: open to new folks,
connecting

•

1 2 3 4 5 Study Time: meaningful, participatory

•

1 2 3 4 5 Mutual Ministry: authentic,
accountability happens
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•

1 2 3 4 5 Prayer: meaningful, personal, biblical,
shared

•

1 2 3 4 5 Personal: members know names, stories,
authentic

Future Goals:
Areas of Focus:
1.) ___________________________________
2.) ___________________________________
3.) ___________________________________
Possible Issue/Challenges:
1.) ___________________________________
2.) ___________________________________
3.) ___________________________________
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PERSONAL SPIRITUAL ASSESSMENT SURVEYS28

How does an individual accurately know where he or she is in their spiritual
transformation? Feelings, denial of sin, shame, misunderstanding of the definition of sin,
immature spiritual formation, and a plethora of other complications can create false spiritual
information.
Paul’s words are worth repeating here.
“So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but
now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling for it is
God who is at work in you both to will and to work for His good pleasure.” (Philippians
2:12-13)

A number of user friendly personal assessment tools are available to help evaluate one’s
spiritual maturity. One of these is found on pages 21-24. Diagram 1 identifies physical stages
of maturity. Diagram 2 provides a space to transpose physical states to spiritual stages of
maturity. Diagram 3 offers possible answers to statements that might be made for Diagram 2.
Diagram 4 presents a simple graphic depicting how the various stages might be brought to
action is support of the Great Commission, Matthew 28:19-20.

28

Jim Putman et al., Real Life Discipleship Training Manual, 211-215.
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(Diagram 1.) This is a non-threating interactive action where participants are encouraged
to share characteristics, needs, and abilities of each stage of human development. There are no
right or wrong answers. This exercise lessons anxiety when talking about spiritual maturity.

Stage

Infant
(0-2 yrs)

Child
(3-12 yrs)
Young Adult
(13-25 yrs)

Parent
(26 yrs +)

Dead

Characteristics

Needs

Abilities
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(Diagram 2)
Diagram 2 offers space for a fill-in where participants identify actions individuals would
exhibit at the various stages of spiritual growth. Diagram 3 offers possible responses.

Spiritual Stages of Growth:

Page 23 contains potential answers.
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(Diagram 3) Possible Answers from the Various Spiritual Growth Stages
STAGE
Dead

Infant

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Child

Young Adult

Parent

“I don’t believe there is a God.”
“The Bible is just a bunch of myths.”
“Evolution explains away a need for God.”
“I am not a Christian because Christians are responsible for all the
wars in history.”
“There are many ways to get to God.”
“I am a Christian because I go to church and I am a good person.”
“I have been a good person, so I will be okay.”
“I believe in Jesus, but my church is when I’m in the woods or on the
lake.”
“I don’t have to go to church to be a Christian.”
“I gave my life to Jesus and I go to church, but I don’t need to be
close to other people.”
“People have hurt me, so it’s just me and God.”
“I don’t have time to be in relationship with another Christian.”
“My spouse is my accountability partner. I don’t need anyone else.”
“I pray and read my Bible. That is good enough for me.”
“My ministry is my work. I provide for my family. I don’t have time for
the church.”
“I didn’t know the Bible said that.”

• “I love my small group; don’t add any more people to it.”
• “I am not coming to church anymore. It has become too big; it has
too many people.”
• “My small group is not taking care of my needs.”
• “I don’t have anyone who is spending enough time with me; no one
is discipling me.”
• “I didn’t like the music today. If only they did it like…”
• “I am not being fed in my church, so I am going to a church that
meets my needs better.”
• “I love my group, but there are others who need a group like this.”
• “I think I could lead a group with a little help. I have three friends I
have been witnessing to, and this group would be too big for them.”
• “Randy and Rachel missed group and I called to see if they are okay.
Their kids have the flu, so maybe our group can make meals for
them. I’ll start.”
• “I’m going to visit Bob in the hospital tonight rather than go to the
movies.”
• “I noticed that we don’t have an old folks’ visitation team. Do you
think I could be involved?”
• “This guy at work asked me to explain the Bible to him. Pray for me.”
• “One of my friends just started coming to my small group. I want to
get her plugged into ministry somewhere, how can I do that?”
• “I’m taking Steve with me the next time I visit Bob in the hospital to
help him learn how to minister to others.”
• “I have a couple good potential leaders in my small group that I’m
going to personally invest in.”
• “I have a person in my small group who is passionate about children.
Can you have the children’s ministry people call me? “
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(Diagram 4)
This last diagram suggest potential action related to the various stages.

Next Steps for the Stages

LEARN
CONNECT
SERVE—Obey the Great
Commission
MULTIPLY—Obey the Great
Commission

ATTEND CHRISTIANITY EXPLORED
JOIN A LIFE GROUP
FIND A SERVICE OPPORTUNITY
ATTEND LIFE GROUP LEADER TRAINING
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Anticipating and Dealing with Problems

Anytime folks gather, there will be challenges. This unenthusiastic comment also
applies to gatherings of believers. One only has to look at the Early Church as recorded in the
book of Acts. We see the challenges with Ananias and Sapphira, dealing with complaints about
the care of non-Jewish widows, Peter’s hypocrisy, food issues, even Paul and Barnabas have a
falling out over John Mark. Ruth Haley Barton wrote in her book Life Together in Christ:
Experiencing Transformation in Community:
Community is the most over promised and under delivered aspect of the church today.
When I hear people speak in glowing terms about their vision for community, I have my
doubts. When they tell me about painful things that have happened to them in
community, I am never surprised.29
But, positive spiritual transformation often happens right in the midst and because of challenges.
For example, Paul and John Mark’s broken relationship was restored as recorded in 2 Timothy
4:11. Acknowledging that complications are more likely than not, preparing for them, and
having a course of action when complications become disruptive will, if not prevent difficulties,
at least provide solutions. Small group training should include at least one unit on dealing with
difficulties and role playing encounters and solutions. On the next two pages are two well used
guidelines. Handout 1 is useful for dealing with theological or biblical issues. Handout 2, “The
Relational Environment: Group Guidelines” is read before each small group meeting by some.
There are at least two reasons for reading Handout 2 regularly, a regular reminder to practice
care in the small care and in anticipation of new folks at least checking the group out.

29

Ruth Haley Barton, Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity Books, 2014), 10.

(Handout 1)

Four Rules for Getting Along in the Christian Faith30
“Leaders know that the main thing is to keep the main thing, the main thing. So they create a
climate of unity around central issues while moderating and direction discussions over
secondary issues.”31

(1) Truths one is willing to DIE for:
Knowingly denying these indicates one is outside of the realm of Historical
Orthodox Christianity. These include:
a.) All are sinners
b.) Jesus is Lord
c.) It’s grace not works
d.) The 66 books of the Bible contain the ultimate truth
(2) Truths to DIVIDE for:
While believers claim “Jesus as Lord”, not all see eye-to-eye on what this means
in everyday living. Examples include:
a.) Ordination of women
b.) Who can administer or participate in communion
c.) Can we eat cheeseburgers?
(3) Truths open of DEBATE:
This deals with culture or tradition. These include:
a.) Worship styles
b.) Political involvement
(4) Truths to DECIDE for:
This takes into account personal opinions, comfort zones and choices. These
include:
a.) Choosing to be a vegetarian without making others uncomfortable or
like a sinner for eating steak.
b.) Choosing to have a glass of wine with dinner.
Divisive people are ones who elevate lower-level issues to the DIVIDE for. Self-centered folks
treat DIE for issues as questions open for humble discussion while moving DEBATE or
DECIDE issues to the DIE for level.32

30

Mark Driscoll and Gerry Breshears, Vintage Church: Timeless Truths and Timely Methods (Wheaton:
Crossway Books, 2008), 158-159.
31
32

Ibid., 157.
Ibid., 159.
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Handout 2.

Relational Environment: Group Guidelines33
Setting some basic group guidelines for how we will honor one another in our group discussions is
important.
•
•
•
•

Ground rules give boundaries for people to operate within.
They help with the flow and pace for discussions.
They help us value one another.
They help people to be more comfortable sharing deep and meaningful things.

SAFE GROUP: We will strive to create an environment where everyone can be real, open, and honest
with struggles and victories.
CONFIDENTIALITY: What is said in the group stays in the group.
LISTEN: Let’s value one another during the discussions by really listening to what is being shared. Try
to avoid thinking about how you are going to respond, or what you are going to say next.
PAUSE: Allow a pause in conversation after someone shares. Give the person sharing the chance to
finish and the group the opportunity to consider what was just shared before responding.
SILENCE: It is important to allow silence in the group as it provides an opportunity for someone to
share and for members in the group to process the topic or question being considered.
NO “CROSSTALK”: Be considerate of others as they are sharing. No side conversations.
NO FIXING: We are not here to fix each other. Jesus does that part. Give encouragement; speak truth,
and point to Jesus. Don’t try to solve or fix each other.
NO RESCUING: When people are sharing something deeply personal, there can be a tendency to try to
make them feel better about themselves or the situation by providing immediate condolences. This will
often cause them to stop sharing. Resist the temptation to rescue people.
SHARING: Be sensitive about the amount of time you share.
CONFLICT: We will commit to resolve conflict biblically. When conflict or sin issues between group
members arise, we want to make sure that we are honoring God and each other in the way we deal with
these issues. The following are a few key Scriptures in this regard (there are many others).
•
•
•
•

If someone sins against you: Matthew 18:15-20
Restoring someone in sin: Galatians 6:1-5
Forgive a sinner: Colossians 3:12-13
Reconciling differences: Matthew 5:23-24, Matthew 7:1-5

BE SELF-AWARE: Be self-aware of how you are personally impacting the environment through your
words, actions, and non-verbal communications.
USE “I” STATEMENTS: It’s easy to talk about the issues of others, but for our purposes, we want you
to put yourself on the table. Try to use “I” statements rather than “them”, “the church”, “us”, “we”, etc.

33

Jim Putman, Avery T. Willis Jr., Brandon Guidon, and Bill Krause, Real-Life Discipleship Training
Manual (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2010), Appendix.
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Additional Resources for Dealing with the variety of people God will draw to
a small group.
These are all from the link that comes with the purchase of Uncommon
Community: Biblical Soul Care in Small Groups.34
• The SOS Tool: This tool helps assess the severity of a situation, ownership
of a problem situation by the person in need, and the support this person has
in terms of a caring community.
• The GPS Tool: This tool is a great way to assess a small group’s depth in
terms of sharing and accountability. Is your group surfacy and never gets
deep or are you coming alongside each other at the heart level with deep
prayer and caring accountability?
• The HRQ Tool: This tool is a simple list of questions that when either
directly or indirectly asked, will help draw out the heart in a situation as
they become more narrow (from the situation factually to the heart level)
and there expose what’s going on in a person’s heart.
• The CPR (Counselor’s Practical Response Tool): This tool helps you
remember what kind of response is most appropriate depending on the kind
of heart issue being revealed.
• The Care Plan Diagram: This diagram will remind them of the hierarchy
of care with the local church. Different SOS scores will require involvement
of the more equipped and experienced people. If w can leverage existing
levels of are, we will do much better in caring for the hurting among us.
• The Tree Diagram: This diagram is helpful in taking down data as you
draw out the heart. I will help categorize symptoms, patterns, and motives
so that better discernment of the heart can be determined.

34

www.harvestbiblechapel.org
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CHAPTER THREE
Training the Congregation, Leaders, Small Group
Coaches
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Introduction

Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, who for my life risked
their own necks, to whom not only do I give thanks, but also all the churches of the
Gentiles, also greet the church that is in their house. Romans 16:3-5

Jesus spent three years training not just the twelve who would become His Apostles, but
an unknown number of men and women who were also instrumental in sharing what He taught
about His Heavenly Father. He was the fulfillment of all the promises of the Old Testament and
He modeled how His followers were to “watch over one another in love. John records Jesus
instructions. “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have
loved you, that you also love one another. By this all men will know that you are My disciples if
you love one another” (John 13:34-35). Other related texts: Luke 8:1-3, The Apostles along
with other women and Acts 1:12-14, the mix of followers of Jesus who met in the Upper Room.
This section contains tested training materials for:
•

Making a congregation aware of Life Groups

•

Training for potential leaders

•

Training for those who will supervise a number of Life Groups

The following material is used with permission from the Pastor of Life Groups at Canyon
Hills Community Church, Bothell, Washington, Rev. Dustin Slezak. The focus of this
church, north of Seattle, is on small groups. While a large campus in a “Dot Com” business
complex might seem out of place in the historical image of what a church building should
look like, the continual growth over nineteen years is credited to small groups. Many of the
nearly 3,000 weekly attenders are involved in a small group.
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Making Small Groups the Heartbeat of the Church

A constant healthy heartbeat is critical for life. If small groups are the heartbeat of the
church, then a constant healthy reiterating is critical. Attractive flyers, appealing wall
posters, even a designated Small Group Corner keeps the beat consistent and audible.
Regular but varied public announcements from the pulpit, in flyers and on the church
webpage remind those who have not joined, and informs visitors.

A designated
Small Group
Information
Corner at
Canyon Hills
Community

Important information to include in any public announcements:
•

How to join: online, face-to-face and list the location in the church.

•

Types of groups offered: College, Single, Married, Gender Specific, Empty Nesters,
etc.
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•

Life Group Questions and Answers:
o Q: Are they important?
A: Lasting spiritual change best occurs in the context of authentic biblical
community (Acts 2:42, 46-47, 1 John 4:7, Hebrews 10:24-25)
o Q: What happens in a small group?
A: Every small group is different. God-moments, friendship, prayer,
accountability, Bible study, and life happens.
o Q: I have issues in life. Should I wait to get my act together before joining?
A: No. We are growing together. Small group is about God working through
each other.
o Q: If I visit a group and the fit is not right, am I stuck with that group?
A: No. Many group options are offered. The leaders and members are aware
that a good fit is necessary.
o Q: What about childcare:
A: Each group decides the answer to this question. In the small group roster
such information is posted.

•

We believe that God never meant for us to do life alone. We were created to walk with
each other, to grow with one another, and to glorify God together.
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Identification and Training of Potential Life Group Leaders

Session One: Who is being trained? Spiritual and emotional maturity needs to be taken
into account.
Session Two: Leaders can be trained. Some questions to consider:
a.) What does it mean to be a follower of Jesus?
b.) In what ways can you model Christ for those in your small group?
Session Three: Understand the role of a small group leader. What is the biblical and
church’s understanding of this critical role.
Session Four: Skills for leading a small group.
Session Five: Small group leadership is about caring for the souls of those God brings
your way.

Getting your group off the ground might seem overwhelming. Don’t worry, we’re here to help!
Whether you are starting a brand new group or stepping into leadership for the first time; this
guide will make the process of launching your group a little easier!

Prior to First Small Group Meeting

PRAY: Ask for the direction and leading of God before, during, and after you begin your Life
Group.
RECRUIT/MEET WITH CORE MEMBERS: You need to have at least two other couples
who are committed before you begin the group. If you are starting a new group, you’ll need to
recruit others to your group. If you are multiplying, you should meet with the other couples to
work out logistics and details.
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CREATED A HIT LIST: With your core members, create a list of others you want to invite to
the group. It may include people from your neighborhood, friends at church, from work, or
whoever God brings to mind.
HOST HOME; Figure out when, where, and how often you and your group will be meeting.
It’s usually better for the leader not to host the group. It can happen, but it requires a lot of
work.
PLAN START DATE: Be sure you clearly communicate this date to the rest of your group.
LET THE CHURCH KNOW: When everything is ready to go, let the Life Group
administrator know the details and they will input your group’s information into the system.

37

Getting Started

CREATE ATMOSPHERE: Here are some minor details that are often overlooked that first
meeting.
•

First impressions matter: Clean enough to be comfortable

•

Environment matters: Temperature, lighting, and scent matter a lot more than you think

•

Distractions matter: Create a distraction-free environment that will allow people to focus

BREAK THE ICE: It can be very intimidating for a person to walk into a new group for the
first time. Before you can dive into meaningful discussion, you’ll need to break the ice. Choose
what works best with your group. Have some fun!

• What’s the strangest food you’ve ever eaten?
• What is your favorite band of all time? Book? Author? Song?
• What did you want to be when you were growing up?
• Two truths and a lie: Each person has to tell two truths and one lie about
him or herself. Other members have to guess which one is true.
• Pass a bag of M&Ms around and ask your group members to take some.
Don’t tell them how many or why, simply that everyone should take at least
one. When everyone has chosen their M&Ms, have them share as many
facts about themselves as they have M&Ms. They can eat the M&Ms too!
TAKE IT A STEP FURTHER

• If you had to name one person who has influenced you the most, who
would it be?
• If you had your dream job ten years from now, what would it be?
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• What do you do for fun?
• What would be your ideal vacation?

• What is the most memorable activity you did with your family as a child?
• What quality do you appreciate most in a friend?

MAKE INTRODUCTIONS
This step is critical to developing relationships in your group. Make sure to take your time, and
allow each person 5-10 minutes to share about themselves. As they talk, make sure to ask
questions that will help the rest of the group to know them better. Don’t interrogate but rather
take a genuine interest. Things you could ask them to share might include:

Personal Life:
•

Name and age

•

Where they work

•

What they do for fun

Family Life:
• How they met their spouse
• Names/ages of their children
• How long they have lived in the Seattle area

Spiritual Life:
• Their testimony (in 2 minutes or less)
• What brought them out to the church?
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• Why did they want to join a Life Group?
• What do they hope to experience in this group?

SHARE THE VISION

As the leader, this is your time to shine. Everyone has a different reason as to why they
wanted to be a part of your Life Group. Now it’s time for you to share your heart and what the
purpose of the group is. Be honest, be real, and let them see your care and commitment to them
as you share.
As you share, remember that you are not just sharing your vision for the group, but
God’s vision of making more and better disciples of Christ. Your group is the natural place to
cultivate God-honoring relationships that are filled with authenticity and transparency. This is
accomplished in the following ways:
•

Learn: Each time you gather, your group is committing to learn more about God
through the study of His Word.

•

Love: Your group is a place to be loved by others who genuinely care for one another.
But our love for each other should not pamper, but rather perfect. Love is a willingness
to say even the hard things, knowing that “faithful are the wounds of a friend.”

•

Serve: Serving each other is much more than taking a meal to someone when they are
sick. True service in your Life Group occurs on a regular basis through times of what we
call Mutual Ministry. These are the times of accountability and prayer for each other and
with each other. Remember men with men and women with women is key to allowing
true accountability to flourish.
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•

Reach: Your group is not a holy huddle that no one else is allowed to join. The goal is
to make “more and better” disciples of Christ. Your group is making a commitment to
reach outside of itself to share the gospel and invite others to join you.
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SET EXPECTATIONS

Setting expectations upfront will help alleviate any miscommunications as to what the
group will be about. Together it will be important to come up with a Life Group covenant.
These are the things that you together mutually agree on and commit to. We suggest that once
you complete this document, have everyone in the group sign it and then display it in a
prominent location near your meeting area.

SUGGESTED LIFE GROUP COVENANT:
•

I will make my Life Group meetings a priority, and if I am unable to attend or running
late, I will call ahead.

•

I will come to my Life Group meeting prepared and ready to participate.

•

I will maintain confidentiality of the personal information that is shared within my
group.

•

I will help create a safe place for each member to share with no judgments attached.

•

I will be accountable to the group concerning my personal and spiritual goals.

•

I will commit to a Life Group which is open to new members, and as it grows, we will
multiply to further God’s work.

•

I will take ownership of my responsibility of being faithful, accountable, and teachable
in my Life Group.

•

I will encourage other members to cultivate daily quiet times with Go.

•

I will pray for the pastors and elders of my church to continue to seek God’s direction
for the Life Group ministry.

FINAL DETAILS:
Before your group ends make sure to share some of the important details and logistics
that your people will need to know about moving forward. This to share might include:

What to share:
•

Where to park

•

Childcare details and cost (if applicable)

•

A calendar of how often the group will meet

•

Schedule of a typical Life Group meeting

•

What you’ll be studying (The Approved Study List is available on our website)

What to gather:
•

Contact information and email it out to the rest of the group

•

Birthdays

•

Set up snack rotation

TIPS FOR ADDING NEW PEOPLE TO YOUR GROUP

As the weeks go by, you will get used to seeing the familiar faces of your Life Group
members. But as you strive to make “more and better” disciples of Christ, you should always be
prepared to invite and welcome anyone who wants to join your group. A few things you’ll need
to know:
People will leave your group: No matter how strong you are as a leader, attrition is inevitable.
Go ahead and take a deep breath and tell yourself, “it’s ok”. It’s not always going to be a
reflection of your leadership. Things happen; work schedules change, children have ballgames
on Wednesdays, among other things. Your responsibility is to remain faithful to the people that
God has entrusted to your care. Lead your group with the same passion and energy, whether you
have two members or twelve.
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Always be welcoming: It can be very intimidating for a new person to walk into an established
Life Group. You want to go out of your way to make their first experience with your group a
positive one. Make every effort to bridge the gap and make them feel comfortable in their new
surroundings. Engage the new members in the discussion. If there’s something that they need to
be caught up on, do so quickly and politely. Don’t leave them feeling awkward…the less time
the group is staring silently at them, the better.
Give them a reason to return: If this is someone’s first experience with a group, your goal
should be to see them next week for their second experience. Don’t just invite them back.
Assign someone in your group to specifically follow up with them over the course of the week.
Intentional, genuine connections will go a long way towards keeping new Life Group members.

MANAGING STATISTICS AND REGULAR
EVALUATION

Soon after Jesus returned to heaven, His followers met in a small group as recorded by
Luke. This medical doctor kept track of details such as attendance figures. He wrote in
Acts 2:41 that on the Day of Pentecost about 3,000 were added to the group. From the
beginning, followers of Jesus kept data—it was one way to remember the work of the Holy
Spirit. For your small group, attendance numbers, rosters, regular evaluations, and meaningful
communication with those who need to know, will provide data to the church leadership and
congregation telling the story of God’s work. Each congregation should create a systematic
report system that is easy and accurate for small group leaders.
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TOOLS TO ENHANCE YOUR SMALL GROUP
LEADERSHIP
(1) REFER TO CHAPTER TWO – RELATIONAL ENVIRONMENT: GROUP
GUIDELINES.
(2) A POPULAR BUT DANGEROUS SMALL GROUP QUESTION: “WHAT DOES
THIS PASSAGE MEAN TO YOU?”
This question is dangerous because it shifts the authority of God’s truth to your personal
opinion. The Bible’s truth is not subject to human opinions. Most often our intentions are right
in asking the question…but nonetheless, it is a dangerous question to ask. We need to train
ourselves to ask the following questions instead; “What do you think the text means?” or “How
does God’s truth apply to your life?”
(3) ACCOUNTABILITY QUESTIONS
Many groups spend up to 30 minutes of each session for accountability—a significant
method for transformation. Most groups separate the men from the women for this more
intimate time.
•

Have I exposed myself to any explicit material this week?

•

Have I fulfilled my personal goals of pray, Scripture reading, and memorization
this week?

•

Am I aware of unconfessed sin in my life?

•

Have I been a good steward of all the resources God has given me (money, time,
talents, etc.)

•

Have I been involved in the sins of gossip, demonstrating a critical spirit or
jealously?

•

Have I interacted with a person of the opposite sex this week in such a way that
was inappropriate or could have looked to others like I was using poor judgment?

•

Do I have anyone I need to forgive?

•

Have I lied to you with any of my answers?
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Not all questions will be answered at each meeting; confidentiality must be observed; and the
questions must regularly be answered by the leader.
(4) IDEAS TO KEEP PRAYER TIMES FRESH
•

Pray immediately when needs are mentioned instead of waiting until the end of
the meeting.

•

Write prayers on 3 x 5 cards. Then either exchange with each other or give them
to the leader for distribution.

•

Review previous prayer request to acknowledge the way God has answered.

•

Pair up and pray for each other.

•

Pray in different body positions.

•

Pray printed prayers or the Psalms.

•

All pray audibly.

•

Pray one-sentence prayers.

•

Give all a chance to pray but don’t force anyone.

•

Give a specific amount of time to pray in silence then have someone end with a
simple “amen.”
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TRAINING FOR THOSE WHO SUPERVISE LIFE GROUP LEADERS,
ALSO KNOWN AS A SMALL GROUP COACH

•

Why? As a congregation grows, hopefully the number of life groups and life group
leaders would increase. These leading small group leaders need support, training, and
encouragement.

•

A biblical precedent: Moses, David, Jesus training and supervising the Twelve Disciples
and Paul’s instructions.

•

Requirements: A mature follower of Jesus giving evidence of practicing spiritual
disciplines such as worship, prayer, study, hospitality, and care for others.

•

A committed member of the local church.

•

A known example of Godliness to others.

•

What they do? Contact small group leaders on a regular basis to provide encouragement,
training, oversight. They protect biblical truth, unity, relationships, and have a regular
one-on-one visitation schedule and group meetings. The groups themselves should be
visited on regularly. Non-interfering evaluations should be made and later shared with
the leader.

•

Develop apprentices.

•

Multiply groups.

•

Communicate with leaders regularly.

The details of such a program are beyond the scope of this short artifact. Dustin Slezack, the
Small Group Pastor at Canyon Hills Community Church can be contacted at
chccmail@chcc.org, or 425-488-4121.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Materials: Three Training Programs, Four Books

It seems that small group training and subject materials are available in abundance
online, in brick and mortar facilities, and at every Christian conference. The problem is not the
abundance of choices, but the lack of application. In this section, two extensive small group
training programs, four textbooks and online references will be reviewed. The resources
reviewed are a token sampling. The purpose is to encourage further research, yet limit the
amount of reinventing the wheel, so to speak. But if one chooses to create his or her own
program, the sampling of materials, can provide suggestions, dangers, and resources to help in
this process. The two training programs listed have been tested by the authors with their own
congregations and by numerous users, not only in North America but around the world.
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(1) UNCOMMON COMMUNITY: BIBLICAL SOUL CARE IN SMALL GROUPS:
A four video training series featuring Dr. Garrett Higbee of Harvest Bible Fellowship and
available from biblicalsoulcare.com. Cost for the four videos and Leader Guide is $70.00.
Participant Study Guides are $5.99. Orders can be either online or at 847-398-7005. This packet
contains everything needed to evaluate the current participant situation and train for a successful
life group program.
•

Tools and diagram links are available to access full size documents.

•

Tools include identification of participants’ spiritual, emotional, and social needs. These
are:
o S.O.S Tool: Identifies an issue, the individual acknowledges the issue, and
resource/referral recommends the steps needed.
o GPS Tool: Assess small group’s depth in terms of sharing and accountability.
o HRQ Tool: Questions help picture what’s happening in a person’s heart.
o CPR Tool: Grid to determine most biblical response to heart issues.
o The Care Plan Diagram: Assists with categorizing symptoms, patterns, and
motives as a way to help small group participants objectify issues that the
Scriptures, interaction, or the Holy Spirit brings to mind.

(2) EQUIPPING DISCIPLES WHO MAKE DISCIPLES: REAL LIFE DISCIPLESHIP
TRAINING MANUAL by Jim Putman, Avery T. Willis Jr., Brandon Guindon, and Bill
Krause, available on Amazon for $14.52. Jim Putman also wrote Disciple Shift: Five Steps that
Help Your Church to Make Disciples Who Make Disciples. This twelve-chapter training manual
was hammered out on the anvil of a church plant by Jim Putman in Northern Idaho in 1998 with
four families. Per Putman, “The vision of Real Life Ministries is to reach the world for Jesus
one person at a time by making biblical disciples in relational environments.” Currently this
vision of disciples being formed through a relational environment is being realized in places like
Uganda, India, New Zealand. Locally, this vision has fueled both significant congregational
growth, and multiplication of campuses.
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The focus of the twelve lessons is the application of Matthew 28:18-20. “Go therefore
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo I am with you
always, even to the end of the age.” Admittedly, there are many books and training manuals
making similar claims. However, this training manual focuses on relational discipleship moving
from the “spiritually dead” to “spiritual parents”, birthing, nurturing, and training their spiritual
children to become disciple makers. The manual contains all training materials including a
coaching guide. Real-Life Ministries also offers an on-campus training of this material.
An added value is the chapter or week 12 that contains a template for enabling a
congregation or a number of small groups to study the same biblical text as recommended by
the thesis. One off-the-shelf product that fits this description is The Story: Getting to the Heart
of God’s Story, The Bible as One Continuing Story of God and His People. This edited version
of the New International Version is condensed into 31 chapters which is presented more like a
novel than a book of sacred text. A video training and study guide is also available. The author
of this thesis, his small group and the congregation completed this book. Participants, both those
new to Christianity and seasoned saints learned a lot.

(3) CHRISTIANITY TODAY: offers an online training program that helps cast the vision,
train the leaders, lead the small group and has a library of over 1,000 Bible studies. A free 14
day sample package is available at www.smallgroups.com.

(4) THE UPPER ROOM: a devotional magazine that provides an Easy Plan to use in small
groups. “Christ is among us in fresh ways when we gather together, listening to God and to each
other”. For information see www.upperroom.org/devotional/smallgroup.asp.
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FOUR TEXTBOOK SAMPLES AVAILABLE FOR SMALL GROUP TRAINING:
(1)

Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community by Ruth Haley
Barton, the founder and president of the Transforming Center whose mission, among
other things, is equipping leaders to cultivate communities of spiritual transformation.
Her book is a very honest appraisal of the opportunities and challenges regarding small
groups. Using the Emmaus Road story found in Luke 24:13-35 as the guide, the author
unpacks the communal events that aid a group in opening up to the presence of Christ.
These events are: choosing to walk together; welcoming the stranger; practicing
hospitality; paying attention to our hopes and desires; prayer; worship and teaching as
communal disciplines; breaking bread together; practicing discernment; and hearing
witness.35

(2) Invitation to a Journey: A Road Map for Spiritual Formation by M. Robert
Mulholland Jr., offers more information in support of a life group vision. He divides the
book into four parts: Section One, “The Road Map”—presenting the social dynamics
that work against spiritual transformation; Section Two “The Vehicle-Personality and
Piety”—Spiritual transformation is not “added-on, it is the very essence of our being”;
Section Three “The Journey: Spiritual Disciplines to include the classical Christian
Disciplines and individualized disciplines the Holy Spirit may bring into one’s life;
Section Four “Companions on the way—as John Wesley emphasized there can be no
personal holiness without social holiness.”36

35

Ruth Haley Barton, Life Together in Christ: Experiencing Transformation in Community (Downers
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2014), 16.
36

M. Robert Mulholland Jr., Invitation to a Journey: A Road Map for Spiritual Formation (Downers
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1993), 12-14.

51

(3) The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community, and Small Groups by
Joseph R. Myers presents a realistic view of small groups, the good, the bad, and the
terrible. Some reading this might recognize the following. “Who started this theory of
‘building community through small groups thing anyway? I would like to find them and
ring their neck.”37 The author did not hold back on his encounters regarding small
groups, but he did learn four things that he shares:
•

Small groups are not necessarily the most significant way to help people grow in
relationship to God and to one another.

•

People connect in four spaces; public, social, personal, and intimate. All four
must be appreciated if a small group is to be successful.

•

Community happens spontaneously.

•

We can facilitate environments that help people connect.

The ten pages of the Bibliography of the dissertation offers a wide variety of topics
2000 Years of Small Groups: A History of Cell Ministry in the Church by Joel Comiskey is an
interesting concise narration of the small groups’ past. “Small groups throughout Church history
have helped purify the church and return it to its historic roots…As I researched these historical
eras and the leaders associated with them, I gained a new compassion for small groups and a
certain bonding with their ideas, persistence, and love for the Church of Jesus Christ.”38 As
recorded in Habakkuk 3:2, “Lord, I have heard the report about You and I fear. O Lord, revive
Your work in the midst of the years, in the midst of the years make it known; in wrath
remember mercy.
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Joseph R. Myers, The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community, and Small Groups (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 61.
38
Joel Comiskey, 2000 Year of small Groups: A History of Cell Ministry in the Church (Moreno Valley:
CCS Publishing, 2015), 13.
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CHAPTER FIVE
REMEMBERING
“Remember my imprisonment.” Colossians 4:18
“If our memories fade, our obedience will wane.”39 C. Christian Smith
“Do not be conformed to the narratives of this world, but be transformed by making
your memory new again, refreshing it with the stories of faithfulness, so that your
community may be able to discern and carry out its role in God’s good and perfect plan
for reconciling the world.”40

This chapter is dedicated to remembering Jesus’ words to His disciples about the high
cost of following Him.41

39

Christian Smith, Water, Faith and Wood: Stories of the Early Church Witness for Today (Indianapolis:
Doulos Christou Press, 2003), 19
40
41

Ibid., 19. This is C. Christopher Smith’s paraphrase of Romans 12:1-2.

The term “martyr” is not used here since it is often misunderstood today. Martyr means witness,
particular a witness to faith even to the point of permitting ones’ life to be taken rather than recant his or her faith.
Today, confusion exist with the use of the word in some settings. For example, so news media report suicide
bombers as “martyrs”, or those who murder others along with themselves in the name of religion.
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“REMEMBER THOSE IN BONDS AS IF BOUND WITH THEM”
HEBREWS 13:3

Anyone who intends to come with me has to let Me lead. You’re not in the driver’s
seat—I am. Don’t run from suffering; embrace it. Follow me and I’ll show you how.
Self-help is no help at all. Self-sacrifice is the way, my way, to finding yourself, your
true self. What would it do to get everything you want and lose you, the real you?
(Luke 9:23-26)42

42

Eugene H. Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language (Colorado Springs: NavPress,
2003), 1866-1886.
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“IF OUR
MEMORIES
FADE, OUR
OBEDIENCE
WILL WANE.”1
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Jesus’ words are a stark contrast to the popular theologies of the Pacific Northwest. Tim
Keller described one theology as a “self-salvation program”43 and Mark Driscoll names the
other extreme as “anythingism”.44

A few stories from Christian history will be retold in support of remembering what it has
meant, and what it continues to mean, to biblically follow Christ. “As we refresh in our
minds the faithful stories of the early Christians, we will grow deeper in our understanding
of the Gospel of Jesus…If our memories fade, our obedience will wane.”45
The foundation for this remembering is based on Acts 2:42-47 and its seven actions that
the Early Church followed in support of remembering and obeying Jesus. These seven
meant that the first believers continually devoted themselves to:
(1) The apostles’ teaching
(2) Fellowship
(3) The breaking of bread
(4) Sharing what they had with those in need
(5) Winning the respect of non-believers
43

Timothy J. Keller, “Did He Die for You?” The Journal of Biblical Counseling 25, No. 2(Spring 2007),
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44

Mark Driscoll, A Call To Resurgence: Will the Church Have a Funeral Or a Future? (Carol Stream:
Tyndale Publishers, 2013), Kindle 20.
45

C. Christian Smith, Water, Faith & Wood: Stories of the Early Church’s Witness for Today
(Indianapolis: Doulos Christou Press, 2003), 17, 19.
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(6) Praising God
(7)

To praying and witnessing so that non-believers became believers

Church history affirms that these seven distinctives collectively served as the compass
for keeping the Body of Christ focused on transformation as she navigated through the various
encounters and unknowns. This original small group concept trained and sustained those who
desired to follow Jesus notwithstanding the tsunami of the secular cultural pressures. Those
pressures ranged from Jewish legalism to gods for every need as Paul pointed out in Acts 17:22.
Today believers face multi-directional religious pressures. Christian Smith and Melinda
Lundquist Denton labels this pressure, “moralistic therapeutic deism, seeing God as a divine
butler and cosmic therapist; he’s always on call, takes care of any problems that arise,
professionally helps people feel better about themselves, and in the end He welcomes everyone
to heaven.”46
For nearly 300 years, the seven distinctives of the first believers buttressed the early
Christians against legalism and secularism. Two names from the first 200 years represent the
variety of early believers whose lives demonstrated clearly they understand Jesus’ words. John
R. Tyson describes two of these persons:
Ignatius of Antioch: A church leader in Antioch. Tradition suggests he might have been
a disciple of Peter and Paul. He was arrested for failing to honor the emperor and taken
to Rome to be a part of the “games” where he died. While travelling to Rome, he wrote
seven letters to the churches he passed along the way. These letters, covering
Martyrdom, Christian unity and guidance regarding two inadequate teachings about
Jesus, provide a window into the world of Early Christians. Ignatius wrote, “All the
pleasures of the world, and all the kingdoms of this earth, shall profit me nothing”. He
quotes Jesus’ question about what good is it to gain the whole world and lose his soul?47

46

Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 163-171.
47

John R. Tyson, Ed., Invitation to Christian Spirituality: An Ecumenical Anthology (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 53-57.
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Vivia Perpetua, executed in 203, was another individual from the first 200 years of the
Church who fully understood Jesus’ description of the cost. Unlike Ignatius, Vivia was a
believer without official title or church role but was simply obedient. She was
respectably born, liberally educated, married, who had a father, a mother, two brothers,
and an infant son, still nursing. She and her servant, Felicity who was pregnant, were
arrested, under the Roman Emperor Septimius Severus (193-211). Her father and others
asked her in front of the persecutors, for their sakes and the sake of her nursing son, to
recant. Much is known of Vivia because her prison diary which became a source of
spiritual inspiration for others. Her text was used in worship settings of the Early Church
for a time. Additionally, her writing is significant because it is the only surviving text
from that period written by a woman. Tradition says that Tertullian, a Christian
apologist, who lived from 155-240, write the introduction and conclusion of Vivia’s own
words titled The Passion of Perpetua. Her words became a great source of
encouragement for the Church of North Africa, today’s Libya, and the Latin-speaking
West.48 An English translation, 2012, by Thomas J. Heffernan, titled The Passion of
Perpetua and Felicity, is available from Oxford University Press and Amazon.
But then believers began to forget the teachings of the apostles, minimize the stories of
the Christian martyrs, and discontinue the importance of fellowship.49 This forgetting, in part,
was due to a “gradual trend toward domestication where the Church’s influence was united with
that of the state,”50 instead of united through obedience to Jesus. The Christian church had
progressed from an outlawed group of the followers of Jesus to the legal religion of Rome in
315.
Constantine hoped Christianity would be a unifying force, so he rewarded those who
joined the church and ensured that the Roman Empire became intimately entwined in its affairs.

48

Ibid., 60-63.

49

C. Christopher Smith, Water, Faith and Wood: Stories of the Early Church’s Witness for Today
(Indianapolis: Doulas Christou Press, 2003), 17.
50

Ibid., 17.
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As a result, the church inherited great sums of wealth and had a privileged position in society.
Large sacred buildings became more esteemed than intimate home fellowships.51
With legalization of Christianity, in 315 by Emperor Constantine, the threats to spiritual
transformation changed from pressure to deny Christ to the demand for unreserved and
unquestioning allegiance to the Church. By the sixth century, Church Law made following
Christ complicated. In the twelfth century, “One of the religious rules forbade people to share
the Gospel without explicit approval from the Roman government sanctioned religious
authorities.”52 The prohibition included access to the Bible in the language of the people and
expressing opinions different from official church teaching. Persecution by the Church against
those who sought to preach Jesus without church permission, in many cases, was intense. In
spite of the intense persecution, many did share the Gospel, translated the Bible into various
languages and operated understand churches. Because of faithful ones, the seeds of the
Protestant Reformation were nurtured on the continent and in the British Isles. The stories of a
few of the faithful ones are included in this “Remembrance”.
John Wycliffe 1320 to 1384. “Many consider Wycliffe to be the Father of the English
Reformation.”53 He taught that:
•

The Church had drifted away from its spiritual foundations

•

The Bible was for everyone to read in his or her own language; it was to be
interpreted by individuals not just the Church. It was a more reliable guide to
knowing God’s intentions than the teachings of the Church. In support of this, he
translated the entire Bible into English called “Wycliffe’s Bible”.
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•

True power was God’s and that using His power for individual gain was wrong.
This was in opposition to the claim that only in the sacraments administered by
the Church was salvation possible.

•

The priesthood consisted of all believers. This led to mutual accountability in
home meetings similar to the Early Church.

Wycliffe and his followers had many unpleasant encounters with the Church. Wycliffe
survived all the persecutions and died of a stroke in 1384. However, because of his many
negative encounters with the Church, she declared him a heretic in 1414, banned his
writings, dug up his remains from a church cemetery, burned his exhumed body, and
threw his ashes into the River Swift.54
Joh Hus, executed July 6, 1415, trained in the Roman Catholic Church, experienced a
spiritual transformation after reading the Bible in his native language and studying the
writings of Wycliffe. His preaching drew large crowds including Bohemian rulers.
Small groups formed as a way of surviving the Church’s persecution. Membership in
Moravia and Bohemia was about 200,000. These small groups continued to survive until
relocating about 200 years later to the property of Count Zinzendorf located in Germany.
Zinzendorf and this group, then known as Moravians, are credited with the modern
missionary movement. John and Charles Wesley were influenced by the Moravians.55
Hus’s preaching also attracted the attention of the Church. Refusing to recant, he was
sentenced to be burnt at the stake. His last words were recorded as “I shall die with the
joy today in the faith of the Gospel which I have preached.”56
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To encourage believers experiencing the Reformation in England, John Foxe, 1516 to
1587, wrote the stories of some of the persecuted ones in his book titled, The Acts and
Monuments of These Latter and Perilous Days, better known by its short title of Foxe’s
Book of Martyrs, first published in 1563. He bookends the stories of the English martyrs
with the first two chapters on the “Early Christians” and “Constantine The Great” and
closes the book with “Anecdotes and Sayings of Other Martyrs”. He begins with John
Wycliffe, 1331 to 1384. He ends the book with the martyrdom of Thomas Cranmer, the
Archbishop of Canterbury and March 21, 1556. His book is recommended as a way to
remember what it has cost to follow Jesus. This book is available at Amazon.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “When Christ calls a man, He bids him come and die,”57 said
Dietrich Bonhoeffer who lived from 1906 to 1945. He was a German pastor, writer and
leader of an illegal seminary in Germany during Hitler’s reign. His small book, Life
Together: A discussion of Christian Fellowship, written during this tumultuous time, is a
practical guide for using small groups as a fortification against the pressures of evil. He
was executed on April 9, 1945. The reasons given for his execution are beyond the scope
of this paper. We do know that he wrote, preached, and lived that “The physical
presence of other Christians is a source of incomparable joy and strength to the
believer.”58 Today over the west entrance to England’s Westminster Abbey stands a
statue of him. His future is one of ten representing modern Christian martyrs. Eric
Metaxas wrote a biography on this man, titled Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy,
A Righteous Gentile vs, The Third Reich. Included in this account, are his last 24 hours
alive. Bonhoeffer had been arrested and imprisoned. On the Sunday after Easter in 1945,
Dietrich had agreed to conduct a worship service for his fellow prisoners; the group
57
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included non-Lutherans and an atheist. He used the text from Isaiah 53:5, “With His
stripes we are healed,” and I Peter 1:3, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ! By His great mercy we are born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of
Jesus Christ from the dead”. Bonhoeffer explained and applied the verses. Folks who
heard him said that, “he reached the hearts of all”. Metaxas shares the final encounter
with this man.
He had hardly finished his last prayer when the door opened and two evillooking men in civilian clothes came in and said, “Prisoner Bonhoeffer, get ready
to come with us.” Those words “come with us”—for all prisoners had come to
mean one thing only—the scaffold. We bade him goodbye—he drew me aside—
“This is the end,” he said. “For me, the beginning of life.”59
Bonhoeffer had grown up in a prestigious home. His father, a leading German
psychiatrist, had planned that his youngest son should enter a secular profession, not the
ministry. Dietrich fell in love and had plans to marry. But as the evil of Nazism swelled,
concerned theologians brought him to the safety of the United States. However, Bonhoeffer
saw that his place was with the fellow believers back in Germany. Once back, He started an
illegal seminary to train pastors for the Lutheran Confessing Church.60 He understood and
accepted Jesus’ bid “to come and die”. He did not use his family name for protection. He
refused to stay in the safety of the U.S. Even plans of marriage did not come between him
and what he felt was obedience to Christ. Bonhoeffer is one of the many examples of what it
means to obey Jesus’ command “to come and die”.
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In closing this chapter on what it means and continues to mean, that small groups enable
believers to remain faithful followers of Jesus; the call is to die to self and live for Christ
and others. There is no intent to suggest self-imposed martyrdom, harm to self or others.
Sadly, followers of Jesus continue to be persecuted, maybe even more so today than ever.61
Two well-known organizations that publish reminders of what many contemporary
followers of Jesus are experiencing include, The Voice of the Martyrs at
http://www.persecution.com and Open Doors at www.opendoorsusa.org . While the reader
might be exempt from any threat for being a Christian, an awareness of what other believers
are experiencing enables honest prayers to be lifted. “If one member suffers, all the
members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with it. Now you
are Christ’s body, and individually members of it” (I Cor. 12:26-27). As the apostle Paul
wrote to the saints at Colossae, “remember my imprisonment. Grace be with you” (Col.
4:18).
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CHAPTER SIX
A FEW HISTORICAL SPIRITUAL FORMATION
TOOLS

“Spiritual Disciplines are nothing more and nothing less than ways to create a room
where Christ can invite us to feast with Him at the table of abundance.”62
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Prayer and the Art of Volkswagen Maintenance
Poppycock religion is America’s new faith. It is easy. It is quick. It allows a person to feel
spiritual, seem intellectual, to have a faith to follow, and something interesting to talk about
over coffee. Poppycock is the quick-fix diet of the spiritual industry. It sells. It rarely
threatens or confronts the seeker, allowing each to forge his, (or her) own individual
“religion”. The poppycock believer changes the rules as he, or she, goes. If he misses a
basket, he will say that a missed basket is still worth two points. The poppycock believer
does not serve his god, rather his god serves him. He has everything to gain and nothing to
lose.
But the Christian faith is different. God is both the Creator and Source of the commands by
which humans should live. God gives a man a choice: He can be his own god or he can
serve and follow the one true God.
It is Christianity, I believe, that truly faces the fact of reality. The Christian does not try to
create his or own reality. Our search for the truth leads us to Christ. Faith costs something
(as all things of worth do) and obedience is hard but God has poured out His love for us and
given us the grace that empowers us to obey.
Here’s the rub, I believe everything I have just written. Living it out in the heat of every
decision is another matter.
It is the occupation of a Christian to glorify God. The sunrise glorifies God; it is beautiful
and God made it. The sunset and starry night do the same. I am certain that it is not my
beautiful looks that glorify God, it is my actions. And all I have to do is let Him work
through me, right? Easier said than done. The multitude of formulas (for living the
Christian life with success) proposed by Christian writers, preachers, conference speakers,
and televangelists simply confuse me. They have different ideas about how it is done,
offering promises of fulfillment and joy based on three easy steps, four points of action, or
the five smooth stones that David threw.
It would be easier if God would have given us a point A and a point B. It would be easier if
He were to make it clear. But he hasn’t.63
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Henri Nouwen and Donald Miller’s words of “discipline” coupled and “spiritual”, can
invoke negative images and experiences. For some, monasteries, uncomfortable rituals, even
“works righteousness” as opposed to “salvation by faith”, will come to mind. Conceivably,
some will picture both Christian and non-Christian followers putting themselves through
various challenges in an effort to experience spiritual transformation or earn favor with God.
Others might associate personal encounters with the occult or any number of other nonbiblical overtones when they read the words “spiritual” and “discipline”. However, the
purpose of this section is to remind or make the reader aware that for centuries, Christians
both alone and in groups have used these tool to nurture their relationship with Jesus; not
earn His favor.
For this chapter, spiritual and disciplines refer to historical Christian exercises that
support spiritual formation, not righteousness by one’s efforts. A non-spiritual example of
this is the wire cage a gardener places around a
tomato plant. The cage holds the plant as it grows, it
supports the stem and leaves as the fruit matures, and
it keeps the lower leaves and fruit out of the dirt. The
gardener keeps the emerging growing foliage within
the cage. The tomato cage serves as a “discipline”
for the tomato plant. Another example comes from
sports. A player might have every physical, mental
and attitude necessary to play his or her sport. But a
planned physical workout routine, established practice and rest routine, skilled coaching,
and proper nutrition produce a superstar athlete. The coaching and discipline sharpen the
skill.
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Four Christian training routines or cages, will be described. There are others. The
objective here is to introduce the fact that for hundreds of years, believers, individually and
small groups, have used these disciplines. In our instant-answers and success-without-trying,
everyone-is-a-winner-society, most of these are unfamiliar or at least untried. The four
discussed here are: journaling, observing a regular Sabbath, Lectio Divina, and the Examen.
As these disciplines are discussed, keep in mind the wire cage on which the tomato plant
flourishes or the coach mentoring the sports figure. These disciplines through use and
repetition provide a foundation, keep one focused, and offer encouragement. However,
Marjorie J. Thompson in her book, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life,
offers a caution:
I have heard spiritual disciplines described as “windows onto grace”. This lovely phrase
serves also to warn us against the possible misuse of spiritual practices. As long as a
discipline is like a window transparent to God—it is a genuine means of grace. But a
discipline can become opaque, reflecting only our distorted motives. For example, we
might seek nothing more than a peaceful or ecstatic experience in our practice of
contemplative prayer; hospitality might simply be a means of self-display, if our aim is
to impress people with it. Spiritual disciplines, like all good things, can be pursued for
the wrong reasons. If our motives are distorted, the practice will not yield good results.
It would be nice if we could simply “practice the presence of God” in all of life, without
expending energy on particular exercises. But the capacity to remember and abide in
God’s presence comes only through steady training. If we wish to see, name and love
Christ “in the flesh” of daily existence, we will eventually need some kind of intentional,
spiritual discipline.64

JOURNALING:

Jan Johnson in her article, “Journaling: Breathing Space in the Spiritual Journey” states,
“As we pick up the pen, we set aside our evaluations and become simple scribes. We stop
living in our minds because we have relinquished our confusion to the page in front of us. If
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a journal answers just one question, it is, what is God doing in my life?”65
John Wesley, Church of England pastor wrote that his journaling, helped him “be still
before God.”66 His statement is a strong endorsement of journaling because of his intense
lifestyle and the very tumultuous time and world in which he lived and ministered, 1703 to
1791. This man needed constant assistance in being still before God. As one always
moving—he travelled over 250,000 miles on horseback, with the associated disasters related
to horse travel; preached over 40,000 sermons—many sermons interrupted with cattle being
driven through his outdoor crowd; riots occurring because of his sermons or social reforms.
His journaling provided an eternal perspective. His massive personal journal, twenty printed
volumes, continues to remind its readers that even when things are shaking and falling apart,
in the discipline of describing on paper or electronic template, one can “Be still and know
that I am God. (Psalm 46:10).” Flannery O’Conner, an American writer who lived from
1925 to 1964, began keeping a handwritten journal that became her prayer life. Tim Keller
writes about O’Conner:
Here she followed a very ancient path, as did the psalmists in the Old Testament, who
did not merely identify, express, and vent their feelings but also processed them with
brutal honesty in God’s presence…”help me get down under things and find where You
are.” 67
Asking, “what is God doing in my life?”, “being still before God,” “finding God under all
the things that block our view of Him”, are all ways of looking at this discipline of spiritual
journaling.
However, the surplus of instructions and suggestions about journaling might overwhelm
the novice. Focus on these two things: the journal can be private and the focus in on “what is
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God doing in my life? One might even visualize journaling as letter writing to God. Do not
worry about spelling, grammar, or who might read it. Write to describe what your heart and
mind are experiencing in reaction to what’s been read or encountered. Psalm 73 could be
read as the writer’s journal that initially was not intended for publication. In verses 1 to 14,
the writer pours out his feelings that God is being unfair. His faith is threatened by seeing
the apparent prosperity of the wicked. But in verse 15, it’s as if the writer is seeing the
discrepancy between what he knows about God and what his feelings are saying. “If I had
said, ‘I will speak thus,’ behold, I would have betrayed the generation of your children.” It is
as if Madeline L’Engle explains the psalmist’s venting of emotions with, “A help to me in
working things out has been to keep an honest unpublishable journal…If I can write things
out, I can see them and they are not trapped within my own subjectivity.”68 Quite possibly,
journaling is in keeping with the plea as recorded in Psalm 139:23-24, “Search me, O God,
and know my heart; try me and know my anxious thoughts; and see if there be any hurtful
way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.”

OBSERVING A REGULAR SABBATH:

For some the very word Sabbath conjures up legalism. For those who make church
attendance on the Sabbath or Sunday a priority, this discipline might appear preposterous. Just
ask the young family about the fortitude needed to just get to church, let alone worship.
However, the discipline mentioned here is about keeping in sync with God’s created rhythm as
seen in the rhythm of the sun and stars, the seasons, even the routine of day and night. Wayne
Muller in his book Sabbath: Restoring the Sacred Rhythm of Rest, writes that for the most part,
men and women have lost the God-ordained rhythm. “Because of our desire to succeed, to meet
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the ever-growing expectations, we do not rest. Because we do not rest, we lose our way.”69 How
different is this restlessness from even today’s observant Jew who, in keeping with the Old
Testament teachings, begins the day at sundown. The evening meal is followed by the night’s
sleep. Eugene Peterson explains that the “Hebrew evening/morning sequence conditions us to
the rhythms of grace. We go to sleep and God does His work…We wake into a world we didn’t
make, into a salvation we didn’t earn.”70 MaryKate Morse states in her Guidebook to Prayer:
Twenty0four ways to walk with God, “Rest reminds us ultimately that our true significance is
our love relationship with God and not in our productivity.”71 Observing a Sabbath rest is all
about trusting God. Observing a Sabbath rest is actually quite counter-culture. Walter
Brueggemann in his short book, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now,
paraphrases Michael Fishbane’s words, that observing a Sabbath is “mindfulness in a society
that is increasingly mindless.”72 He lists four areas of mindfulness that resists the mindlessness
of our society. These are:
•

Resistance to Anxiety

•

Coercion

•

Exclusivism

•

Resistance to Multitasking

He points out that rather than seeing a Sabbath rest as constraining, see it as an alternative to the
“chattering pervasive presence of advertising and its great liturgical claim of professional sports
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that devours all our ‘rest time’. The alternative offer is the awareness and practice of the claim
that we are situated on the receiving end of the gifts of God.”73
But what does observing a regular Sabbath mean? The answer must include the idea that
observing a Sabbath rest is all about trusting God. The answer lies in asking, what areas of my
life do I need to rest in God’s care? One must see this activity as spending time with your
Heavenly Father, with Jesus Christ your Lord, being quiet in the presence of the Holy Spirit. A
couple examples come to mind. Disconnecting from the “electronic leash” on a regular basis.
Use waiting times, whether in traffic or at the dentist office to rest in the Father’s care instead of
fuming. Observing a Sabbath rest means acting on Jesus’ words as recorded in Matthew 11:2930, “Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you
will find rest for your soul.” One advantage of being in a small group is the encouragement
found in support from others against the pressures of societies’ anxiety, busyness, and
consumerism. Additionally, within the care/support of a small group, the commitments to this,
and the other spiritual cages are better kept since one knows that others will be asking.

LECTIO DIVINA:

Lectio Divina is Latin for “Divine Reading.” Marjorie Thompson describes the
uniqueness of this way of reading the Bible as formative instead of informational. Informational
reading provides information—repair manuals, education or escape—fictional or travel books.
Formative reading “has to do with the dynamics of change in the human heart, change that
reshapes us into the kind of beings God intends for us to be.”74How often is scriptural reading
just for gathering information, preparing for a Bible study or collecting evidence to defend a
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particular theological argument? This is informational reading. But biblical writers invited
readers to formative reading. Romans 12: 1-2 in the Messages states it this way:
So here’s what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—
your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around-life—and place it before God
as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him.
Don’t become so well adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without thinking.
Instead, fix your attention on God. You’ll be changed from the inside out. Readily
recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around
you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of
you, develops well-formed maturity in you.
A Christian scholar named Benedict, lived in what is now Umbria, Italy, approximately 480 to
547, and is credited with introducing the term Lectio Divina. This may be a new term to some.
Others may assume it is a Roman Catholic term. However, Protestant leaders such as the
Reformer John Calvin and the Puritan Richard Baxter used this form of reading as part of their
scriptural reading. The four parts in order of approach are:
(1) Lectio: (Reading) a slow, bit-by-bit word of a small piece of scripture. An example
taken from Psalm 46:10, “Cease striving and know that I am God; I will be exalted
among nations, I will be exalted in the earth.” Focus on the first eight words.
(2) Meditatio: (Meditation) Just the first eight words might be read slowly, repetitively,
and meditatively. Meditation in Jewish and Christian tradition is active and directive;
not passive and meaningless. The eight words identified might be broken down
further. “Cease striving” and “Know that I am God.”
(3) Oratio: (Prayer) Saying as a prayer what focusing on these words suggest. “Oratio is
the direct cry of the heart to God that rises when we have heard ourselves personally
addressed through the Word.”75 Often the words speak to something being
experienced or sin exposed that needs confession. So, what pain or anxiety or sin
come to mind when the words “Cease striving” are meditated on?
(4) Contemplatio: (Contemplation) Resting, being content, in the assurance of God’s
love. No agenda, no request, just take a breather in the clamor of life. Psalm 131:2
provides a great description. “Surely I have composed and quieted my soul; like a
weaned child rests against his mother, my soul is like a weaned child within me.”
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Resting in the fact that because He is God and that focusing on Him one can be still,
be comforted, rest.
While this exercise is primarily done in private, it can be very rewarding when shared in
a small group. In a small group, one individual leads through the four steps. At the end invite
the members to share.
In addition to the books mentioned, a number of online sources provide materials on
Lectio Divina. For example, the Lectio Divina Series, “Centering Prayer and Lectio Divina” by
Thomas Keating, is worth the time.

THE EXAMEN:

This is a way of pausing, usually at the end of the day, alone or with others, before God,
to review, correct, and give thanks. The developer of this discipline or cage was Ignatius Loyola
who lived in Spain from 1491 to 1556. His objective was to help followers of Jesus, daily,
recognize how God was working in their lives by having them review the day using five steps:
(1) Become aware of God’s presence
(2) Review the day with gratitude
(3) Pay attention to emotions
(4) Examine one aspect of the day and pray about it
(5) Anticipate tomorrow
A shorter version is found in the book, Sleeping with Bread: Holding What Gives You Life, by
Dennis Linn, Sheila Fabricant Linn, and Matthew Linn. An extended quote from their book
explains the Examen very well.
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For many years, we have ended each day the same way. We light a candle, become
aware of God’s presence, and take about five minutes of quiet while we each ask
ourselves two questions:
•
•

For what moment today am I most grateful?
For what moment today am I least grateful?

There are many other ways to ask the same questions:
•
•
•
•
•

When did I give and receive the most love today? When did I give and receive the
least love today?
When did I feel most alive today? When did I feel life draining out of me?
When today did I have the greatest sense of belonging to myself, others, God and the
universe? When did I have the least sense of belonging?
When was I happiest today? When was I saddest?
What was today’s high point? What was today’s low point?

Then we share these two moments with each other. Usually the entire process takes
about twenty minutes. When we are very sleepy, we can easily finish in ten. We call this
process the Examen.76
Whatever version of the Examen is used, the value of this regular discipline is that it lifts ones’
eyes and emotions from the mundane, or issues of the day toward the Heavenly Father and the
eternal. This cage is a defense against the gravity of narcissism, blame shifting, and denial. The
Linns explain the spiritual benefits that this simple discipline provides:
In her book, Co-Dependence, Anne Wilson Schaef says that for a recovering codependent, “even the smallest lie can plunge us back into our disease.” In other words,
distorting the truth of who I am in any way (to please others, to me, my expectations of who I
should be or what I should feel) is like an alcoholic taking that first drink. I need the Examen
each day because it helps me get better at telling the truth about who I am and what I need.77

Small groups often make the Examen a regular part of each gathering. Some plan on it once a
months.
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FOUR CONTEMPORARY BOOKS COVERING THESE AND OTHER
CAGES OR DISCIPLINES.
These books were selected because each supports the individual and the small group’s
spiritual formation.
Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth by Richard J. Foster. This book is
divided into three sections that form the “tomato cage” of spiritual discipline:
•

The Inward Disciplines of prayer, fasting and study

•

The Outward Disciplines of Simplicity, Solitude, Submission, and Service

•

The Corporate Disciplines of Confession, Worship, Guidance, and Celebration

Foster’s own words best describe his book which has sold millions. “God has given us the
Disciplines of the spiritual life as a means of receiving his grace. The Disciplines allow us to
place ourselves before God so that he can transform us.”78 A study guide and journal workbook
are available.
Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God by Tim Keller. This book might feel more
comfortable for the reader overwhelmed by the variety of historical Christian disciplines or put
off by the association of discipline and spirituality and one’s relationship with Jesus. Keller
concedes that there is a growing interest in spirituality and contemplation. In the secular world,
musicians and businessmen praise various Eastern forms of meditation. In the American Church
there is a growing interest in the Early Church’s practices of spiritual disciplines. Keller’s
response to this renewed interest is:
I chose a counterintuitive course. I deliberately avoided reading any books on prayer at
all. Instead, I went back to the historical texts on Christian theology that had formed me
and began asking questions about prayer and the experience of God—questions I had not
had in my mind clearly when I studied these texts in graduate school earlier. I
discovered many things I had completely missed. I found the inward life of prayer and
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spiritual experience that took me beyond the dangerous currents and eddies of the
contemporary spiritual debates and movements.79
Keller’s caution resonates with that of Thompson’s that the various Christian spiritual
disciplines become the focus rather than the relationship with Jesus. Back to the tomato cage
example, gardeners don’t focus on the wood or plastic of the cage that supports the tomato
plant. Keller wants to make sure the believer’s focus is in the correct direction.
A Guidebook to Prayer: Twenty-four Ways to Walk with God by MaryKate Morse. Like a
cookbook full of recipes, this book offers a variety of forms of prayer. The three sections
suggest the nature of the Holy Trinity. Each chapter of that section provides prayer recipes and
activities for the individual or with a small group. Interspersed are quotes of both well-known
spiritual leaders and the author’s former students describing personal spiritual experiences.
Most of the well-known spiritual disciplines are covered. Rev. Kang in his introduction to this
book refers to good surgeons are those who have and know how to use a variety of scalpels
depending on the need. “In that perspective, the author is like a soul doctor, teaching us twentyfour ways to cure and heal our wounded souls.”80
Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life by Marjorie J. Thompson. This newly
revised edition focuses on tools for interacting with the classical disciplines of the Christian
spiritual formation. Nine chapters offer various cages or disciplines for forming and nurturing
one’s spiritual life. Chapter Ten, “Putting It All Together,” offers a way for building a personal
support for spiritual growth, also known as a Rule of Life. She warns that without this rule of
life, “It is unlikely that we will deepen our relationship with God in a casual or haphazard
manner. There will be a need for some intentional commitment and some reorganization of our
own lives.”81 The author cites various men and women of faith whose Rules of Life provided the
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cage or discipline that supported both a growing relationship with God and enabled him or her
to make a positive difference in the places where God placed them. She recommends three steps
to establish a personal Rule of Life:
(1) Take a faith-illuminated inventory of one’s life
(2) Prayerfully discern what will help nurture a deeper communion with God, others,
and self
(3) Make choices that can be kept.82
Thompson closes with a warning against being a spiritual “Lone Ranger. It is easy to lose heart
when our disciplines become boring, difficult, or do not produce the results expected…We are
quite capable of manipulating any spiritual discipline for our own ends rather than offering it to
God as a means of transforming grace.”83 Her emphasis throughout the book is community,
accountability, and the fact that we need others to stay focused.
We have looked at just four of the many tools for making a personal “spiritual tomato
cage,” or as they are officially known, “Rules of Life.” The hope is that some form of personal
rule or cage will be built from the many tools available. Additionally, the small group can use
these same tools to shape and support mutual transformation.
As a start, read about some of the suggestions found in the reviewed books or
biographies of religious leaders or do an online search and notice that most supported his or her
life with the support of regular disciplines or spiritual tools.
Granted, every life has its own tempo and demands. Keep the demands of your own life
in mind. But, each of us has 168 hours a week. Sleep, work, school, family time, worship,
commute, small group, and a plethora of other demands subtract hours and minutes from that
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168 hours. With that reality in mind, how would just five-minutes a day or 35-minutes a week,
following a specific Bible reading plan impact that total hour count? Many religious
organizations provide such a program. Our Daily Bread at ourdailybread.org is just one
example. It’s free. How about listening to an online free Bible reading program? The
“YouVersionHolyBible” Application is free and can be used during the commute or while
working out? The objective is to establish a “rule” to support your spiritual formation.
Accountability to a small group insures that the “rule” is used. The words of the Apostle Peter,
as recorded in 1 Peter 1:3 are most appropriate to close this section and the Artifact:
Seeing that His divine power has granted us everything pertaining to life and godliness,
through the true knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and
excellence…Now for this very reason, also applying all diligence, in your faith supply
moral excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, and in your knowledge,
self-control, and in your self-control, perseverance, and in your godliness, brotherly
kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love.

